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Abstract
Cleaning work presents a field marked by multiple intersecting forms of oppression
and social devaluation through the depictions of 'dirty work'. In Germany, hotel
cleaners are numerous, primarily women with migration backgrounds, and their
representation in the political debate is almost non-existent. The Covid-19 pandemic,
with its severe effects on the tourism sector, has only underscored the need for
increased attention to this obscured part of the labour market. In order to build
bridges between socially disconnected groups in society, there is a great need to
place emphasis on 'little stories' that stress human inter-relatedness and move
beyond generalising claims about labour precarity. By means of three oral history
interviews with hotel cleaners from the German hotel industry, such little stories are
brought to the fore. The stories are contextualised and related to the broader debate
about precarity with the help of 'second-opinion' interviews with unionists, academics,
migrant advisors, and a housekeeping manager. The findings suggest that the
widespread externalisation of labour responsibilities contributes to a disconnect and
increased competition among workers to the extent that workers regard their own
lives as not worth mourning about. This study lays bare illegal practices that have
been internalised by workers and accepted by management as standard practices
in a society in which the lives of some workers are considered less grievable, divided
down the lines of class, gender and race. Future research should focus on
foregrounding more 'little stories' to reinstate conversations between socially
separated groups.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The Covid-19 pandemic presented in many ways a magnifying class for structural
imbalances in our societies. Robert Reich (2020), former US Secretary of Labour,
commented in the Guardian that the pandemic on the whole shone a light on
exacerbating class-based inequalities. Concrete examples of such structural
inequalities made visible by the pandemic range from gender-based inequalities in
the context of medical research (Sebo et al., 2020) to the unveiling of alarming
working conditions of workers with refugee and migration backgrounds, for instance
in German slaughterhouses (Kohte & Rabe-Rosendahl, 2020). Nonetheless, the
unveiling of such incidences present merely isolated cases leaving other realities
obscured and difficult to relate to in the face of merely generic claims about societal
developments. Elsewhere, workers were equally strongly affected by the pandemic
yet remained largely invisible even though precarious conditions were exacerbated
by the crisis (Rude, 2021; Williams & Kayaoglu, 2020).
The pandemic has hit the tourism industry and its many tourism workers
particularly hard. Worldwide travel restrictions, bans on events, and peoples’ general
fear of getting infected with Covid-19 caused a sharp slowdown in the tourism
activities globally. By way of example, in May 2020, the average hotel room
occupancy rate throughout Europe dropped to just 13.3 percent compared to 82.3
percent in the preceding year (Lock, 2020, p. 209). This drastic decline is reported
to have caused 62 million job losses across the industry (WTTC, 2021). In Europe
alone, regardless of the implementation of job protection schemes in large tourism
economies, 3.6 million jobs were lost and Germany reported roughly half a million
fewer tourism jobs in 2020 as compared with 2019, which amounts to a decrease of
7.5 percent (OxfordEconomics, 2021). The German hotel sector, which presents the
case under investigation, has suffered most dramatically out of all sectors in Germany
(Buch et al., 2021). In this connection, multiple studies have pointed to the growing
societal inequalities that have been accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic (Rude,
2021; Williams & Kayaoglu, 2020; World Health Organization, 2020), as the pandemic
most drastically affected workers at the lower end of the income scale (Giesing &
Hofbauer, 2020). The hotel industry is known to heavily rely on such low-paid work
force (Baum, 2012; Hsieh et al., 2013; Janta et al., 2011; Knox, 2010; Lai et al., 2008;
Markova et al., 2016) and therefore, presents a particularly relevant case to look at.
The largest group of workers in hotels and simultaneously the ones that get
paid the least are hotel cleaners (Rosemberg, 2020). Performing their work once the
guest has left the room, hotel cleaners are most of the time invisible to the guest
(Kuhn, 2019). This invisibility is desired as the aim of the cleaning effort is to
continually create the impression that a room is ‘new’ and completely ‘untouched’.
The existence of the hotel cleaner is generally only noticed in case of ‘failure’, when,
for instance, an overlooked hair in the sink provokes the guest’s feeling of disgust
(Kuhn, 2019). Bauman (1993) describes the invisibility of hotel cleaners with the
‘effacement of face’ in connection with the increasingly strict division of labour and
the firm boundaries between guest and back-of-house areas in which cleaners are
expected to remain (Kuhn, 2019). Consequently, the ‘physical absence’ of hotel
cleaners leads to barely any personal encounters between guest and cleaners and
thereby, also evade public attention (Kuhn, 2019). This blindness towards hotel
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cleaners also translates into the academic world. Generally, one can observe that
tourism scholars’ attention to the working conditions and lived realities of vulnerable
workers in the industry remain exceptions when compared to researchers
pronounced interest in environmental issues and tourists’ as well as local
communities’ perspectives (Mooney & Baum, 2019).
These worrying observations in the wake of Covid-19 only add to existing
adverse developments that have shaped the labour market in recent times, and
concurrently affected the working conditions of hotel cleaners. Throughout the past
four decades, there has been a growing trend in Western capitalist societies to
externalise labour responsibilities to temporary employment agencies (Bosmans et
al., 2016). In line with widely read business management terminology of ‘flexible firms’
and ‘flexible employment strategies’ to increase efficiency, temporary employment
agencies are on the rise and now make up for significant part of labour supply in the
hotel sector in western economies such as the United States and countries in
Western-Europe (Lai et al., 2008). This phenomenon is particularly visible in hotels’
cleaning departments where firms have increasingly tried to minimize labour costs
by capitalising on flexible employment strategies to conveniently adapt to changes
in demand (Knox, 2010; Lai et al., 2008). These ‘new’ forms of employment
relationship come with ‘instability, lack of protection, insecurity across various
dimensions of work, and social and economic vulnerability’ (Tompa et al., 2007, p.
209). In this context, the concept of precarious employment gained in popularity
among labour economists for critiquing these ‘new’ forms of employment (Bosmans
et al., 2016; Clarke et al., 2007; McNamara et al., 2011; Prosser, 2016; Robinson et
al., 2019; Tompa et al., 2007). The concept of precarity, in turn, is for most academics
understood as a labour market condition that emerged in western societies in the
1980s (Bourdieu, 1998; Standing, 2011). In connection with the trend to externalise
services, Tompa et al. (2007) observe how companies show a reduced sense of
responsibility towards agency workers affecting their working conditions negatively,
rendering hotel cleaners more vulnerable. Ideally, labour unions work against
exploitative employment practices, for example, with the help of collective wage
agreements. However, the hospitality sector is weakly unionized in comparison with
other sectors (Joppe, 2012). Furthermore, as in Germany unions are organized by
traditional industry sectors, newer sectors such as the temporary employment sector
lack bargaining power through trade unions (Pulignano et al., 2015).
In view of the foregoing, many native-born workers perceive the working
conditions in cleaning departments of hotels as too precarious to bear. As a result,
primarily weakly-positioned workers such as workers with refugee and migration
backgrounds are employed as hotel cleaners and now are overrepresented among
hotel cleaners (Joppe, 2012). In this vein, the International Labour Organization (ILO,
2010, p. 37) affirms:
Many migrant workers in the sector suffer from poor working and living
conditions. They are paid lower wages and endure informal or casual
employment services in a less safe and favourable working environment
than native workers. Women in irregular status are particularly vulnerable
as they are also in danger of sexual exploitation
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Notably, predominantly women are employed as hotel cleaners. Up until today, in the
German context, hotel cleaners are commonly referred to as Zimmermädchen
(literally translated ‘chambermaids’) for which no male terminology in the German
language exists. This shows the strongly gendered connotations that are part and
parcel of this profession. To this end, a German study found that for the job ‘hotel
manager’ only the male form was used in job advertisements in 99.37% of all cases,
while jobs for hotel cleaners were only advertised in the female form Zimmermädchen
in 99.42% of cases (Stefanowitsch, 2011). Next to the fact that women remain to be
overrepresented, also people with migration background are overrepresented as
highlighted in the quote above. In the German context, exacerbating this is that
Krings (2020) observed that working conditions of workers with refugee and migration
backgrounds have generally worsened throughout the past 30 years. Furthermore,
the German low-wage segment (to which the hotel cleaning segment belongs) is now
one of the largest in Western Europe, situated at the same level with the United
Kingdom and Ireland (Krings, 2020; Schulten, 2020). In light of this, carrying out this
present study in Germany is of particularly pressing issue.
In academia, sociologists have called for research that investigates precisely
these areas of the labour market that continue to remain unnoticed or obscured at the
margins of the labour market (Atzeni, 2020; Cook et al., 2020; Sloan, 2020). Against
this background, Cook et al. (2020, p. 75) stress that, looking to the future, ‘labour
studies is tasked with stabilising and expanding the existing fields of visibility.
Crucially, this also involves shifting the focus to who is being pushed to, or has
continuously remained on, the side-lines – making the hidden abodes visible’. In the
face of the Covid-19 pandemic, the widely propagated slogan by members of
privileged circles in the West ‘We’re in this together’ proved to be not more than an
empty phrase considering how unequally the pandemic affected members of society
along the lines of class, gender and race (Cook et al., 2020). Therefore, it is of great
relevance that scholars go beyond the oftentimes broad-brushed claims about the
pandemic and look at workers’ lived-realities that are excluded from the dominant
discourse (Sloan, 2020). More generally, the Covid-19 crisis aside, critical scholars
argue the vital need for in-depth investigations into the lived-realities of side-lined
individuals as closer looks at their realities will improve ‘our understanding of the
experiences of those who do not have access to means of publicity and whose
thoughts, feelings, and actions are obscured by the dominant discourse’ (Nagar,
1997; paraphrased in Kwan, 2008, p. 658). Well-known oral historian (deploying a
research method that precisely matches these calls for in-depth investigations)
Portelli (2006) argues that combatting social marginalisation requires collaborative
research approaches building on situated knowledges that bring to the fore and
potentially destabilise relations of power that shape our daily lives. As stressed
previously, hotel cleaners carry out their work almost exclusively behind closed
doors, hidden from the eyes of the consumer. As a result, consumers do not meet
and interact with hotel cleaners and do not morally question standard practices and
their behaviour that affects cleaners’ daily work. Studying the working conditions of
hotel cleaners, Sarosi (2017) points out that only few research efforts have been
dedicated to these workers, something which also holds true for the German context
(Kuhn (2019).
By reason of these missing but much-needed perspectives, this work is
dedicated to put emphasis on and explain lived-realities of hotel cleaners. This is of
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particular importance as in times of increased externalisation and specialisation of
the labour market, there is a risk of missing the inter-relatedness of our society at
large. At the same time, this is hoped to contribute to better understand and relate
power structures at play that need to address for the sake of labour market equality
in particular under the novel circumstances imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic. In
what that follows, I will delve into the existing literature on this phenomenon and
position myself within the academic debate, by outlining the theoretical lens that will
guide this research. Adopting a critical theory-based approach to the issue at hand,
the concept of precarity will be employed to analyse and critique labour market shifts
as well as elucidating workers’ vulnerabilities in complex social environments. With
the help of intersectional theory (Crenshaw, 1989), I will examine how other forms of
structural inequalities – articulated through gender, race, migration, and class intersect and relate to the concept of precarity. Furthermore, the theory on ‘dirty work’
(Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999) will shed light on the processes that socially construct ‘dirty
work’ and how this renders cleaning duties so undesirable and undervalued.
Subsequently, the research questions will be presented followed by the
methodological framework. The central method deployed as part of this research are
two oral history interviews with people with migration backgrounds - one with a single
female hotel cleaner and the other one with a female and male couple that both
worked as hotel cleaners during the pandemic. To set the stage for oral history
interviews, an in-depth understanding of the context is imperative (Portelli, 2006). As
shown above, knowledge about the field under investigation is scarce, therefore,
substantial effort is put into understanding the specificities of the profession and the
impacts of the crisis on hotel cleaners in general terms. To achieve this, nine
additional interviews with a diverse set of competent professionals in the field have
been conducted. Finally, in chapter 5 and 6 the results will be presented, and a
discussion and conclusion will round off this work.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Precarity
The first three decades following World War II were marked by a sharp economic
upswing. Some would refer to it as the peak of Fordist economic organisation bringing
prosperity and sustained growth to western societies (Antonio & Bonanno, 2000;
Kalleberg, 2009). In terms of labour conditions this period was characterised by
relative full employment and a growing influence of labour organizations. State-led
reforms strengthened workers collective bargaining power and subsequently,
brought about increases in wages for most people as well as more comprehensive
work-related securities for employees. This trend, however, was not of lasting nature
(Kalleberg, 2009). In the 1980s, neoliberal economic reforms promoted the formation
of a global market economy based on the ideal of self-regulating and self-correcting
free markets (Standing, 2011). This liberalised system of international trade with free
mobility of capital, labour, and technology prevails and structures today’s global
market economy. As a result, traditional forms of employment commonly regulated
and protected on a national level were confronted with profound structural changes
as firms increasingly shifted production towards the global south for the purpose of
minimizing costs or turned towards more ‘flexible’ employment strategies within their
national borders. The idea of the ‘flexible’ firm is to be understood as a
countermovement to the post-war trend of more regulated employment relationships.
In connection with these structural changes the concept of precarity experienced are
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sharp rise in popularity among scholarly literature in order to, first and foremost,
denote and critique the changing labour market conditions (Paret & Gleeson, 2016).
Today, there is now a substantial body of literature making use of the concept.
Nevertheless, the way in which the concept is understood and deployed by scholars
remains contested. In order to grasp the varied understandings and affiliated
debates, three writings are to be foregrounded representing the different strands
which find mention throughout almost all writings involving the concept of precarity in
one way or another. The three works comprise the writings of Pierre Bourdieu (1998),
Guy Standing's (2011) The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class, and Judith Butler's
(2004) Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence. These three different
strands are labelled by Millar (2017, p. 2) as ‘precarity as a labour condition, a class
category, and an ontological experience’ which I will further elaborate on in the
subsequent paragraphs.
Pierre Bourdieu who strictly speaking used the term ‘precarité’ - the French
equivalent of precarity - deployed the concept in the French context to critique the
emergence of part-time, temporary and casualized employment in the late 1990s.
Initially, he had already adopted the concept in earlier writings as a multidimensional
approach to analyse experiences of poverty in connection with under- as well as
unemployment. In the wake of the above-mentioned structural economic changes,
however, the author felt compelled to claim that ‘La précarité est aujourd'hui partout’
meaning that precarity would ‘nowadays’ be omnipresent. In his understanding,
precarity thus refers predominantly to experienced job insecurities. In line with
precarity as a labour market condition, there is now a substantial body of literature
adopting this approach. By way of example, in an influential piece entitled ‘Precarious
work, insecure workers: Employment relations in transition’, Kalleberg (2009, p. 1)
defines precarious work along the lines of Bourdieu as ‘employment that is uncertain,
unpredictable, and risky from the point of view of the worker. Resulting distress,
obvious in a variety of forms, reminds us daily of such precarity’.
On the face of it, Guy Standing’s (2011, 2014, 2018) work about precarity might
be viewed as simply another extension of Bourdieu’s line of thought. Nevertheless,
Millar (2017) argues that Standing’s approach to precarity is novel or distinct in the
sense that he proclaims the emergence of a new class. Just as Bourdieu (1998) and
Kalleberg (2009), he shares the observation of the sweeping transformation of labour
and the gradual process of dismantling the welfare state. However, Standing adds to
this by referring to a ‘class-in-the-making’ – the precariat. This neologism is
composed by the adjective ‘precarious’ and the Marxist term ‘proletariat’. In his book,
Standing (2011) introduces the precariat as a class situated underneath the shrinking
proletariat (the working class). As part of the defining characteristics, he places
particular emphasis on employment and job insecurities. Employment insecurities
refer to contractual insecurities in which a sudden loss of employment is made
possible. Job insecurity, in turn, refers to concerns about the continued existence of
a certain kind of job or a job that offers little to no upward mobility in terms of income
and status. This links with a further aspect, namely, the work-based identity which
stands for occupations that do not offer any career prospects. There are other labourrelated insecurities that characterise this group. However, the ones mentioned are
the most prevalent, according to the author. Standing divides the precariat into three
factions. One consisting of the former working class that due to the process of
deindustrialisation now performs work in more precarious working environments of
the service economy. Second, the group of people with a migration background and
ethnic minorities that due to their weak positioning on the labour market are forced
into such precarious employment. Lastly, there is the faction of those which are highly
educated, and which were promised a secure life but now find themselves in forms
of employment without occupational identity and fulfilment (Standing, 2014).
In line with the theorization of precarity as a labour condition, precarious work
or employment has been applied in vast range of studies and most often finds
9

application in the context of rising numbers in temporary agency work. Against this
background, it is important to note that precarious employment is not limited to
temporary agency work, as also permanent employment can be precarious
(Bosmans et al., 2012). In this vein, Tompa et al. (2007) note that work-related
insecurity is used interchangeably with ‘job insecurity’, even though it presents only
one specific aspect of manifold insecurities that can arise from experiences at or
related to work, thereby also including ‘standard employment’. In this connection, the
researchers also point to the potential health and social challenges that come with
these multifaceted insecurities. In general, precariousness of employment is
significantly influenced by the positioning of individuals in relation to the labour
market based on, for instance, their qualifications (Tompa et al., 2007). Research has
shown that, for highly paid workers, such flexibilization of the labour market comes
with benefits, while for individuals at the lower end of the income scale this implies
greater levels of insecurity (Bosmans et al., 2012). For those at the lower end of the
income scale, precarious employment is found to be unsustainable, making them
ever more dependent on individual or collective resources of support. The same
study finds that those who strive for permanent employment and more security are
frequently willing to suffer health consequences to reach permanent employment
(Clarke et al., 2007). Moreover, precarious employment can induce ‘powerlessness
because of not finding permanent employment, isolation because of being socially
excluded by permanent workers, mistrust because of not feeling represented by the
trade union and unfairness because of not getting what you were entitled to’
(Bosmans et al., 2012, p.216). In sum, the consequences, and experiences in
connection with precarious employment are dependent on personal intentions,
favourable/unfavourable positioning in the labour market, and personal buffers. In
case of a weak positioning relative to these aspects, precarious work is found to have
negative impacts on mental well-being, health, and social connections.
In contrast to the works of Bourdieu (1998) and (Standing, 2011) - that do
comprise noteworthy differences but are aligned in their critique of labour conditions
in the realm of neoliberal capitalism -, Judith Butler’s approach regards precarity in a
significantly different way. According to Butler (2004), precarity is understood to be
far more than a mere description of labour conditions. Rather, she refers to precarity
as an inherent vulnerability that is present in all social existence. In her 2004 book
Precarious Life, Butler (2004, p. 14) states:
Living socially, the fact is that one’s life is always in some sense in the hands
of the other. It implies exposure both to those we know and to those we do not
know; a dependency on people we know, or barely know, or know not at all.
In the aftermath of 9/11, this phenomenon became particularly visible; in the attack
itself as well as in the counter-terrorist retaliation. Precarity, for Butler, points at the
interdependencies of humans as social beings and this calls for an ontological
change of perspective. This change of perspective involves moving away from
understanding precarity as a phenomenon that is only applicable to certain groups
of people or individuals. On the contrary, precarity elucidates how people’s lives are
inherently connected, recognizing a certain degree of precariousness in all lives.
This, in turn, does not imply that all lives are equally precarious; Butler points to social
distinctions such as race, class, sexuality, ability, age and gender that render some
lives ‘more grievable’ than others (Butler, 2004, 2009). In short, precarity as an
‘ontological experience’, as Millar (2017) calls it, refers to circumstances that pose a
threat to life in ways that are seemingly beyond people’s control.
To settle the debate about the contested meaning of precarity is beyond the
scope of this work. However, instead of prioritising or rebutting one or the other
definition of precarity, I follow the approach adopted by Paret and Gleeson (2016)
who argue that the strength of the concept lies in the ability to offer an analytical lens
to comprehend the workings at the micro as well as at the macro level. In this way,
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the scholars embrace the differences among conceptualisations. In their eyes,
precarity as a labour condition and class category helps to identify broader social,
economic, and political shifts at the macro level. While precarity as a relational
approach in line with Butler’s understanding of precariousness (2004) helps to situate
experiences in historically and geographically specific contexts at the micro level. In
the same vein, Millar (2017, p. 5) states ‘a relational approach to precarity also
provides a method of inquiry, opening up the question of how precarious labour and
precarious life intersect in particular times and places’. I maintain that in order to
understand complex lived experiences, one needs to be aware of overarching
structural workings as well as to be aware of and sensitive to relational processes at
the individual level.

2.2 The intersectionality of precarity
In order to come to understand complex experiences of precarity at an individual
level it is crucial to understand what Butler (2004) means when she says that certain
lives are ‘more grievable’ than others. On the basis of systems of inequalities, she
argues that some lives are postulated to matter more and, as a result, make other
lives more vulnerable. These systems of inequality have been theorized along the
concept of intersectionality. Shields (2008, p. 304) describes intersectionality as
follows: ‘Intersectionality first and foremost reflects the reality of lives. The facts of our
lives reveal that there is no single identity category that satisfactorily describes how
we respond to our social environment or are responded to by others’. According to
the theory of intersectionality, discrimination and oppression occur along various
social categories such as gender, caste, sex, race, class, sexuality, religion or
disability. Importantly, these social categorisations do not occur in isolation but rather
are interdependent and intersecting (Shields, 2008). The term intersectionality was
originally coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) in times in which feminist writings
were almost exclusively written by white feminists who failed to address the
intersections of multiple forms of oppression. Against this backdrop, my study
borrows from feminist theorisation to illuminate these aspects relate to and shape
experiences of precarity. A study conducted in the realm of hotel work considers the
social categories of gender, race, immigration status and class to be most applicable
(Rosemberg & Tsai, 2014). Therefore, in what follows, I will adopt and elaborate on
these categories while additionally taking a closer look at tourism labour and times of
crisis and how they relate to the concept of precarity. Before doing so, I would like to
stress that I attempt to deploy such social categorizations with caution. Importantly, I
do not strive to reinforce existing labels. Rather, the aim is to dismantle socially
constructed labels and at the same time, account for the realities that emerge as a
result of these categorisations. As an example of the latter, Charles W. Mills (1998,
p. 14) illustratively states that the category of race is ‘shaping one’s being without
being in one’s shape’.

2.3 Gender and precarity
As regards gender, Federici (2008) contends that literature on precarious work has
traditionally framed the issue as if it were a ‘gender neutral’ phenomenon. It is true
that influential scholars in the realm of precarity studies such as, for instance,
Kalleberg (2009) and Standing (2011) have paid limited attention the role of gender
in shaping experiences of precarity. That being said, there are other academics that
have put an emphasis on this issue and examined the conjunction between
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precariousness and gender (Buckingham et al., 2020; Butler, 2004, 2016; Silvey &
Parreñas, 2020; Yeates, 2012; Yeoh & Ramdas, 2014).
Exemplarily, a state-of-the-art report commissioned by the European
Parliament's Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality points to the fact
that notably women with a migration background and with a poor educational
background are prone to face precariousness (Buckingham et al., 2020). Moreover,
according to the report, the reason for this is to be seen in the still disproportionate
engagement of women in caregiving roles and domestic work, which was only
aggravated during pandemic. Caregiving, which is, due to gender stereotypes,
almost exclusively associated with femininity, is also central to what is called the
‘global care chain’ (Silvey & Parreñas, 2020; Yeates, 2012; Yeoh & Ramdas, 2014).
The term ‘global care chain’ was originally coined by Hochschild (2000) which is
found to also provide labour to hotels (Yeates, 2012). In short, this theory denotes the
process of women emigrating from countries of the global South to countries of the
global North in order to maintain their families’ livelihoods in their countries of origin.
That way, the increased demand for caregiving and domestic labour in the global
North is supplied by women with international migration backgrounds with the effect
of creating transnational families and strong one-sided dependencies.
A concept that helps explain these contemporary developments in the
globalized market inextricably linking precarious work with gender is ‘reproductive
labour’. Reproductive labour is a term introduced by Marx and Engels (1961) to
distinguish the productive economy, the actual production of goods from the
supportive part of the economy that maintains the productive economy. The concept
was further developed in the 1970s to incorporate women’s unpaid work, providing a
much-needed analytical framework for the phenomenon (Duffy, 2007). Feminist
critical theory foregrounded the disadvantage that came with the responsibility of
unpaid domestic work and the commencing integration of women into the paid labour
market. With the growing numbers of women entering the labour market in the late
2000s, the concept of reproductive labour was expanded beyond the traditional
connotations of the housewife and thereafter included paid labour such as ‘domestic
service, cleaning, food preparation and service work, and child care’ (Duffy, 2007, p.
316). Although, in academic discourse, it has been argued that reproductive labour
is indispensable for the sustainability of the economy as well as society, ‘domestic
activities’ remain in contrast to ‘work’ and, when this form of labour is paid for, it is
mostly rendered invisible as is the case in the hotel industry (Duffy, 2007). Even
though paid domestic work is nowadays no longer exclusively performed by women,
they continue to be strongly overrepresented and notions of femininity prevail.
Interestingly, Veijola and Jokinen (2008) observe fundamental changes in
workers’ habitus in the post-industrial era and show how concurrently with the rise of
the service industry the habitus of workers is increasingly characterised by
performances that are typically linked to femininity. These performances of femininity,
which include ‘social, emotional, as well as domestic skills required to make the
encounters amiable and emotionally satisfying’ (Veijola & Jokinen, 2008, p. 177), have
now become crucial to male workers’ performances as well. Paradoxically, however,
men get praised for good performances of femininity while, among women, such
performances are not particularly appreciated as it is seen as a ‘natural given’. This
shows how, even in times of change, systematic inequalities based on gender seem
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to prevail. In summary, these various perspectives from feminist theory sharpen one’s
senses for and awareness of underlying gender inequalities that intersect with
precarity in multiple ways and moments of time.
A study conducted among precarious workers investigated whether this group
of workers experienced either unwanted sexual attention or sexual harassment at
their workplace (Reuter et al., 2020). The authors hypothesized that the insecure and
irregular work settings might render workers more vulnerable to sexual assaults, and
indeed, the results from a sample of precariously employed throughout Europe
showed that these workers are especially prone to experiencing sexual misconduct
(Reuter et al., 2020). The sectors in which these experiences were most prevalent
were the health and hospitality sector. Taking a closer look at hotels, an integral part
of the hospitality sector, Guerrier and Adib (2000, p. 702) argue that hotels are spaces
which are ‘laden with sexuality’ and that ‘hotel bedrooms (in particular) provide a
space for guests to engage in sexual activity’. The encounter between hotel cleaners
and guests takes place in precisely this private space which for the time being
belongs to the guest. In this space multiple factors render the hotel cleaner more
vulnerable. Firstly, the space itself holds the potential for sexual activity hidden from
the public eye and, thus, social surveillance. Secondly, predominantly women from
ethnic minorities are engaged in this kind of work which potentially exacerbates their
vulnerability in terms of experienced power hierarchies. Lastly, the hotel’s credo to
go above and beyond to the satisfy the customers’ needs involves a certain degree
of being open to a ‘job flirt’ as well as the oftentimes sexualized uniforms that suggest
a certain degree of sexuality as being ‘part of the job’ (Guerrier & Adib, 2000). Multiple
studies have addressed this pressing and yet under researched issue (Kensbock et
al., 2015; Ram, 2018; Ram et al., 2016; Reuter et al., 2020). At an organizational level
there is minimal attention for this urgent matter. Instead, researchers found that hotel
managers cover up such incidences and avoid taking preventive action (Kensbock
et al., 2015), leaving the burden to cope with such incidences to the individuals
affected themselves.

2.4 Migration, race and precarity
In order to understand how the ‘migration’ and ‘race’ are connected and how they
relate to precarity, some basic but essential clarifications need to be made in
advance. First off, there is no legal definition for the term ‘migrant’ on an international
level (Hannigan et al., 2016). The United Nations Migration Agency defines a migrant
‘as any person who is moving or has moved across an international border or within
a State away from his/her habitual place of residence, regardless of (1) the person’s
legal status; (2) whether the movement is voluntary or involuntary; (3) what the causes
for the movement are; or (4) what the length of the stay is’ (IOM, n.d.). This definition
represents an inclusive understanding of migration as an inherent part of human
nature. In public as well as in academia, the term migrant is frequently deployed
based on differing definitions. To this end, Anderson and Blinder (2011) set out to
examine how the term migrant is used differently across various scientific studies and
with which effects. Their findings show that diverging definitions adopted by different
researchers lead to practically incomparable findings of migratory movements and
hence, also impact the public discourse about migration itself. For instance, defining
characteristics of people with migration background range from the length of stay to
foreign birth to foreign citizenship, all of which decisively influence the outcomes in
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terms of numbers that depict or estimate, for example, migration flows (Anderson &
Blinder, 2011).
In contrast to people who migrate voluntarily, people who are forced to leave
their country due to circumstances which require them to seek international protection
are referred to as refugees or people with refugee backgrounds (McConnell, 2016).
On that note, it should be mentioned that most people with refugee backgrounds are
internally displaced people who also face protection challenges but stay within their
country of origin. In the context of this study, the focus will be on transnational
migratory and refugee movements. Individuals who are still waiting for approval by
the state authorities to be recognized as ‘refugees’ are asylum seekers with differing
rights and obligations per country (Chin & Cortes, 2015). Out of this group, people
who come from regions that are not acknowledged as requiring protection are
rendered irregular or undocumented migrants before the law. In the public debate in
Western Europe, the term ‘migrant’ is often used interchangeably with ‘immigrant’ and
is regularly charged with negative connotations about issues that relate to
immigration, race/ethnicity, and asylum – such as the labelling of the European’
migrant crisis’ in 2015 (Anderson & Blinder, 2011). Even though media or academics
might use the term migrant with good intentions and with the greatest respect for truth
and accuracy, it contributes to labelling people and attaching socially constructed
meanings and connotations to them. Therefore, in what follows, I will employ the
formulation ‘people/workers with migration backgrounds’ instead of the label migrant,
which invokes this to be someone’s defining identity. For simplicity, when referring to
migration backgrounds, I refer to transnational migration in this work.
Looking at migration in connection with the rise of precarious work in Europe,
one can observe that, throughout the past three decades, in parallel to the transition
from the industrial era to the formation of a global market economy, migratory
movements have significantly increased in number (Paret & Gleeson, 2016). This
applies to ‘internal’ (within national borders) as well as international migration,
although this study’s focus is on international migration. With regards to the latter,
globally, the amount of people who live outside their country of origin rose from 82
million in 1970 to 232 million in 2013 (Paret & Gleeson, 2016). Paret and Gleeson
(2016) argue precarity to be a particularly applicable concept for studying
experiences of people with migration backgrounds. By way of example, they engage
with migration policies to highlight how these overarching regulatory frames create
different categories of citizens with unequal distribution of rights and access to care
(Paret & Gleeson, 2016). In the case of irregular status in the country of settlement,
for instance, people with migration backgrounds find themselves exposed to the
threat of detention or deportation and can solely seek undeclared work, making them
more vulnerable to exploitative practices (Ratha et al., 2020). A contested theory that
attempts to account for the disadvantage in the labour market experienced by people
with migration and refugee backgrounds is the neoclassical theory of human capital
(Chiswick, 1978). In short, this theory implies that humans are rewarded according to
their personal investments in education, skills, and knowledge. Education,
professional qualification and, in particular, language skills do play a central role on
the labour market. However, the human capital theory has been heavily critiqued for
being too individualistic whilst not acknowledging the broader context which shapes
and influences employment (Waldinger & Lichter, 2003). Furthermore, advancements
on the labour market are not solely the result of skills and qualifications but also are
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influenced by employer behaviour, labour market institutions and immigration
regulations (Anderson, 2010; Castles, 1998; Piore, 1979). One famous counter-theory
is the dual labour market theory in which Michael Piore (1979) suggests the formation
of a primary and a secondary sector – splitting the labour market in ‘good’ and ‘bad’
jobs. People with migration background are recruited from abroad to ‘exploit’ their
weaker positioning in the country of settlement to maintain the hierarchy of jobs
(Krings, 2020). In that sense, migration plays a pivotal role in expanding precarity for
the sake of economic growth. A vivid example of this phenomenon is the
aforementioned global care chains. The global care chain, by the same token,
explains how increased demands for care and domestic work in the Global North is
supplied by women with international migration backgrounds to satisfy the increased
need and creates shortages and skills caps elsewhere (Hochschild, 2000).
Too often interconnected with migration are issues relating to race and racism.
To begin with, it is important to specify the definition of racism that guides the
following paragraphs. Adams et al. (2007, p. 88) suggests racism to be ‘a social
construct that artificially divides people into distinct groups based on certain
characteristics such as physical appearance (particularly skin color), ancestral
heritage, cultural affiliation, cultural history, ethnic classification’. Against the
widespread conception that racism is solely conceived as a form of oppression that
is articulated on the basis of skin-colour (colour racism), a broader understanding of
racism involves other forms of oppression such as ‘ethnicity, language, culture and/or
religion’ (Grosfoguel et al., 2015, p. 636) as well. Thereupon, racism translates into a
socially constructed global hierarchy dividing society into human superiority and
inferiority. The dividing line between superiors and inferiors creates ‘zones of being’
and ‘non-being’ (Fanon, 2008). In all ‘zones’ that are created by racialised
classification, other forms of oppression such as class, sexuality and gender continue
to shape realities; however, in the zone of non-being, forms of oppression are
intensified by racial oppression (Grosfoguel et al., 2015).
In Europe, in migration theory, but also in social theory more generally, many
refer to the present as being ‘post-colonial’ or ‘post-imperial’ (Grosfoguel et al., 2015).
Even though colonial powers withdrew their colonial administrative structures,
relations of dependence and exploitation remained (Grosfoguel et al., 2015). In other
words, the historically enforced global hierarchies did not end with the termination of
colonial administration. The term ‘coloniality of power’ proposed by Quijano (2000)
points at the fact that power structures in today’s world are still informed by racial
ideologies. ‘Coloniality of power’ shows how racism, as organising principle for
power, still determines the way labour is organised globally (Grosfoguel et al., 2015).
Due to the history of colonialization, migration incorporation does not take place in a
vacuum but rather in a space already ‘polluted’ by racial power relations. In this
connection, Grosfoguel (2003) makes an important distinction that helps
conceptualise how racism is connected to the very diverse experiences of
(transnational) migration. He differentiates between three groups of transnational
migrants, namely, ‘colonial/racial subjects of empire’, ‘colonial immigrants’ and
‘immigrants’.
The first group ‘colonial/racial subjects of empire’ is composed by populations
that have migrated from formerly colonized countries. In these instances, the colonial
history implies a historic relation of subordination and depreciation between colonizer
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and colonized. The second group named ‘colonial immigrants’ consists of
transnational migrant populations that migrated from regions that were, for a matter
of fact, never colonialised. Upon arrival, they nevertheless experience discrimination
in a comparable fashion as people from the first group, namely, ‘colonial/racial
subjects of empire’. By means of racialisation these transnational immigrants are
rendered ‘colonial immigrants’. The last group, termed ‘immigrants’ are people that
are racialised as ‘white’. They find themselves in a ‘zone of being’ and are therefore
likely to experience upward mobility in the first or second generation. ‘Immigrants’ are
composed by European migrants or migrants from elsewhere but with European
origins. If they adopt ‘the metropolitan language, accent, demeanours and manners,
(they) are assimilated into dominant White metropolitan populations’ (Grosfoguel et
al., 2015, p. 642).
The first two groups experience racism regardless of their citizenship and are
faced with racialisation beyond the multiple generations. This is reflected in
discrimination, for example, through police or disadvantages on the housing and
labour market, etc. (Grosfoguel et al., 2015). It gets more complicated when we look
at European migrants that are racialised as ‘white’ but nonetheless are faced with
discrimination. Grosfoguel et al. (2015), for example notes, that Polish and Rumanian
domestic workers in Berlin report discrimination at work. To understand this example
from Germany, these workers with Polish or Rumanian migration background
experience racial discrimination not on the basis of skin colour but on an underlying
historical context. In view of Germany’s old imperial colonial and neo-colonial
relations with Eastern Europe, there is also ‘coloniality of power’ at work and their
experiences can equally be categorised as ‘colonial immigrants’.
As part of a study examining the linkage between migration and race in the
Western European context, Erel et al. (2016) propose multiple analytical lenses by
means of which scholars have tried to understand contemporary racialisation at the
migration-race nexus. One of these lenses is what Erel et al. (2016) call ‘Changing
Migrations – Continuities of Racism’. The authors describe this lens as ‘emphasiz[ing]
the continuity of historic linkages between post-war race-making and migration,
underlining similarities between racialized citizens and non-citizens as subjects of
migration discourse’ (2016, p. 1341). This links to the example of Grosfoguel et al.
(2015) and explains the continuity of racism in today’s society.
Understanding how these zones of non-being are constructed in keeping with
global hierarchies from ‘coloniality of power’, disclose the link between these
conceptualisations and the way Butler (2004) views of precarity. Along these
racialized categories, some lives are more grievable - namely the ones in the zone of
being. This becomes painfully clear when looking at how in today’s society the zones
of non-being, in particular at the margins of the labour market, are invisible and
commonly denied as being a problem that are construed in accordance with racist
power structures (Grosfoguel et al., 2015).

2.5 Class and precarity
Conventionally, in the orthodox Marxist sense, class is defined along the lines of
economic considerations. From this point of view, class is seen as primary form of
oppression. Over the years, understandings of class have evolved from a sole focus
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on economic considerations to recognising how social and cultural forces are equally
importation in the construction of class (Block & Corona, 2014). With the rise of
intersectional theory, further forms of oppression such as gender, race, or sexuality
were added to the picture and were analysed along class theory. Orthodox Marxists
have critiqued intersectional approaches for not getting to the roots that cause social
inequality in the capitalist socioeconomic system (e.g. Aguilar, 2015; Foley, 2019).
Yet, others have argued that class just receives too little consideration when
compared to the other aspects of intersectionality such as race, gender and sexuality
(Belkhir & Barnett, 2001). In an attempt to reconcile Marxist and intersectional
critiques and to synthesize both frameworks, Bohrer (2018, p. 46) maintains, ‘we need
a robust, Marxist analysis of capitalism, and that the only robust account of capitalism
is one articulated intersectionally, one which treats class, race, gender and sexuality
as fundamental to capitalist accumulation’. In this manner, rebutting the claim of Foley
(2019), I contend that even though capitalism is to be seen as root cause of modernday class, gender, sexuality and race system, the aspect of class has not to be
treated as the privileged mode of oppression. Class as isolatable economic or social
determination is to be regarded as one of the aspects that gives us an understanding
of capitalism.
Class theory and the academic discourse around conceptualisations of
precarity have inevitably crossed paths. Already ‘long ago’ in the writings of Marx and
Engels (1848, p. 72) worker precariousness found mention as defining characteristic
of workers from the proletariat. Precarity as lens – used to describe the labour market
shift since the 1970’s – led scholars to rethink or question traditional class structure.
Most famously in the person of Guy Standing (2014) who proclaimed the emergence
of a new dangerous class in connection with the precarization of the labour market.
Standing (2014) claims this ‘class-in-the-making’ to be situated underneath the
proletariat – a class he calls the precariat. The labour economist differentiates in his
writings between three factions, namely: ‘atavists’, ‘nostalgics’ and ‘progressives’
(Standing, 2018). The group that is most relevant to this study are the nostalgics,
however, all three shall briefly be outlined at this point. The faction of the just
mentioned nostalgics is comprised of people with a recent migration background and
people from ethnic minorities who generally maintain a low profile but ‘feel they are
denied a sense of home, a viable present’, as Standing (2014, p. 11) states. Due to
their limited access to labour rights and protection, this group is particularly
vulnerable to exploitative labour practices (Standing, 2014). The second faction, the
‘atavists’, are depicted as descendants of former working-class families. This group
is indulged in reminiscent of a better past with comprehensive work-related securities
and now are made receptive to populist rhetoric who blame people with migration
backgrounds and minorities as the scapegoats for their loss. The third and last faction
– the so-called progressives – consists of highly educated, predominantly young,
people that lack meaningful and secure career prospects and find themselves in a
‘reality’ that does not meet their expectations and qualifications. In contrast to the
‘atavists’, they do not cling to a lost past but rather wish to create a ‘good society’ on
values such as sustainability, freedom and equality (Standing, 2014). Standing’s
claim has been criticized and challenged by other scholars questioning to what
extent such a diverse group with different social positions and different social and
financial means could be ‘lumped’ together under one class category (Millar, 2017,
p. e.g.; Strauss & McGrath, 2017).
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An alternative approach is offered by Antunes (2018) who directs the focus
towards the emergence of a ‘new service proletariat’. A distinct segment within the
working class that, however, by nature does not differ substantially from the working
class. Antunes (2018, p. 6) describes it like this:
In the advanced capitalist countries, the more precarious members of
society—including youths, immigrants, people of colour, and others—
recognise their place in this new segment of the proletariat, and that they are
thus born under a kind of ill omen of diminished rights.
What both approaches share is the observation of a growing fragmentation of
the working class due to the precarization of the labour market. Whether this in the
end will lead to the emergence of a new class or an enlarged and globalised
proletariat with more and more people working in the peripheries of the capitalist
system remains to be seen. In particular, looking at what Marx called surplus labour
in a globalised economy we see an expansion on the basis of immigrant labour.
However, what we know is that there are growing number of workers with diverse
identities but united in their precariousness and rightless situation.

2.6 Precarity and tourism labour
Precarity in the context of tourism labour has been investigated by Robinson et al.
(2019) and continues in the line of thinking of scholars that view precarity as induced
by insecure and unpredictable work relationships. Observing the discourse
surrounding sustainable tourism, the authors find that these debates predominantly
focus on economic and environmental aspects, neglecting the social pillar of the
triple bottom line that informs sustainable development goals for tourism. Robinson
et al. (2019) claim that while tourism is commonly referred to as a world-leading
generator of employment, the nature of employment itself is rarely at the centre of
attention. In contrast to the formulated goals, such as the Sustainable Development
Goal 8 of ‘decent work’ the tourism industry, seems - instead of improving the social
aspect – to ‘sustain’ precarity through widespread conditions and practices of
precarious work. On this note, the scholars stress the importance of delving deeper
into the many segments and diverse realities of tourism workers as well as groups
that are particularly overrepresented in precarious employment, such as people with
migration backgrounds employed in the tourism industry.
Narrowing down the vast field of tourism employment to hotel employment,
similar observations have been made. As it is common practice in the hotel industry
in Western Europe to work closely together with employment agencies to conveniently
adapt to changes in demand (Edralin, 2014), large parts of the sector present
themselves as a textbook example of what constitutes a ‘flexible’ firm. Zooming in
even further into the employment structures of hotels, it has been shown that cleaning
departments most heavily rely on precarious employment (Edralin, 2014). To this end,
the findings of Edralin (2014) confirm and concretise the observations of Robinson et
al. (2019) that current-day tourism promotes precarious employment practices at
least in the case of low-wage departments of hotels. Furthermore, Cañada (2018) who
investigated the working conditions of ‘hotel maids’ in Spanish hotels goes even
further by stating that most hotels choose to outsource their staff solely to be more
cost-effective. He substantiates this claim by pointing to hotels located in urban
destinations for whom the argument of fluctuations in demand due to seasonality do
not count. By means of this example, it becomes apparent how deeply engrained
precarious employment practices in the present-day hotel industry are and how, in
particular, the cleaning departments are built on precarity.
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2.7 Precarity and times of crisis
What happens to employment that is defined to be ‘uncertain, unpredictable, and
risky’ (Kalleberg, 2009, p. 1) in times of crisis which are in itself described as ‘specific,
unexpected, and non-routine events or series of events that create high levels of
uncertainty’ (Seeger et al., 1998, p. 238)? To understand this, it is worth taking a look
at the labour market developments during the financial crisis in 2008. First of all, for
those who already were engaged in precarious forms of employment, the crisis
brought about increased precariousness (Benach et al., 2014). Against the backdrop
of the economic downturn, workers who were precariously employed were most
vulnerable to consequential staff cuts or worsening labour conditions caused by the
attempt to cut costs. People with fewer labour securities were therefore more prone
to exploitative practices trying to secure their jobs (Benach et al., 2014). Secondly,
next to the increasing precarity among people already engaged in precarious work,
one could also observe a general increase in precarious forms of employment across
the EU-15 overall (Gutiérrez-Barbarrusa, 2016). This rise was made possible by
loosened regulatory frameworks that aimed to counter growing unemployment figures
and poverty in, for example, Germany and the UK. Thus, new forms of atypical
employment such as Minijobs and zero-hour contracts were introduced which, since
then, remained largely untouched or rather remained deregulated by governments
even though the immediate crisis situation was surmounted (Buckingham et al.,
2020). Such forms of employment are nowadays widespread in the tourism industry
in Western Europe (Buckingham et al., 2020).
The tourism industry is acknowledged to be susceptible to crises (Cró &
Martins, 2017; Ritchie & Jiang, 2019). As tourists travel first and foremost for pleasure,
the industry is dependent on peace, economic conditions, environment, weather and
relative political stability (Araña & León, 2008; Ritchie & Jiang, 2019). The September
11 attacks in the United States (US) in 2001, the global financial crisis in 2008 as well
as natural disasters such as the Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami in 2004 are
only a few examples of the many disasters that have greatly impacted global tourism
flows. As a result, many tourism workers were affected by the drastic declines in
demand in the respective locations. To stress the particular vulnerability of tourism to
crises in comparison with other sectors; in the aftermath of 9/11 the employment
numbers in the tourism sector plunged twice as fast - during the recession after the
attacks - as the overall numbers of employment in the US (Ritchie et al., 2010). As a
response, tourism employers adopt ever-more ‘flexible’ employment strategies to
mitigate the heightened vulnerability to fluctuations in demand (Araña & León, 2008),
which negatively impacts employment security for workers in tourism.
At this point, no final conclusions can be drawn about the full dimensions of
the Covid-19 crisis, as we still find ourselves in the midst of the pandemic.
Nevertheless, some relevant observations have been made in an attempt to break
down the most recent events and its implications. For instance, Baum et al. (2020, p.
2822) who looked specifically at the impact of the crisis on the many tourism workers,
prognosticate ‘(an) amplification of disadvantage, precarity and workplace
exploitation that has existed for generations (in the hospitality sector)’. Furthermore,
they observe that labour is increasingly being ‘shared’ with other sectors in forms of
labour pools. In spite of the seemingly smart move, the authors warn that if working
conditions stay the way they are in the tourism sector, workers might turn their backs
on the industry permanently for improved and more secure employment conditions
in other industry sectors (Baum et al., 2020).
Workers situated at the lower end of the income scale were hit harder in the
course of the pandemic (Giesing & Hofbauer, 2020). As a matter of fact, instead of
being an equaliser as hoped by some, the coronavirus outbreak created fear, a key

19

component for racism (Devakumar et al., 2020). Political decisions to close borders
and an American president that repeatedly referred to the coronavirus as the ‘China
virus’ strengthened anti-immigrant sentiments rather than fighting the virus
collectively. As a result notably Chinese people are exposed to public discrimination
(Devakumar et al., 2020). These experiences of discrimination in connection with the
coronavirus are shaping realities for some people with migration backgrounds. The
World Health Organization (2020) claims that, considering these circumstances, the
search for additional income or even a new job is being complicated further. In
addition, important integration services for people with recent migration backgrounds
had to shift their support services to the online environment causing a range of
challenges for the users of these services (McMullin, 2021). Due to the lockdown, a
wide range of social interactions were also restricted which usually helped with
integration processes in everyday life (Giesing & Hofbauer, 2020). In the hospitality
sector, low-wage jobs are predominantly carried out by women, particularly women
with migration backgrounds (Baum et al., 2016).
Already before the crisis, women spent considerably greater amounts of time
on unpaid care work in comparison to men (Power, 2020). Nevertheless, in the course
of the pandemic, the weight on women’s shoulders increased even more. As reported
by the United Nations (2020) due to school closures, increased need for care of
vulnerable elderly and the overwhelmed healthcare systems, the amount of time
required for unpaid care work at home increased. In times of dual-earner households,
families consequently had to make decisions about how to split the care work.
Predominantly women were the ones taking on this job as highlighted by the BBC
(2020):
This is an old pattern where women are expected to do the majority of care at
home and then are at risk of being penalized for seeming less serious about
the work and career. It is typical that policies are not designed with women in
mind
This continuous disadvantage is aggravated in the scenario of single parents who
need to juggle caring and earning at once (Lewis, 2020).
Altogether, this broad examination of precarity and its intersection with other
forms of disadvantages such as issues related to gender, race, migration status and
class present a point of departure for understanding working conditions for hotel
cleaners with a migration background. As a next step, I will engage in greater detail
with the type of work itself and the stigmas that are connected to it. I will do this by
consulting the theory of ‘dirty work’.

2.8 The construction of ‘dirt’ and ‘dirty’ work
Dirt and the many ways of removing it are part and parcel of daily life for most people
to such an extent that we barely question what we mean by ‘dirt’. Mary Douglas (1966)
calls dirt a ‘matter out of place’. From this understanding, dirt defies order and, in this
way, dirt as anthropological concept can also help to shed light on and question manmade social order. In the ‘modern’ West, people generally think that what is seen as
dirt is based on scientific evidence about what is hygienic and what is not. A closer
look however reveals how these perceptions rather evolve from particular cultural and
historic contexts (Campkin & Cox, 2012). Exemplarily, in parallel to the discovery of
the ‘germ theory of disease’ rose the concern over infections through invisible dirt.
According to the observations of Campkin and Cox (2012), this led to overzealous
and basically illogical measures to eradicate visible dirt. By way of example, the
frequent washing of clothing is certainly not to be explained by scientific evidence for
bacterial decontamination. Instead, it rather conveys a sense of cleanliness primarily
based on fresh smell as market research from Unilever has shown (Shove, 2003).
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This happens despite the fact that the miasma-based theory has long been
scientifically disproved (Shove, 2003).
As it is the case for dirt, also work with dirt and its undesirability in the public
eye is a product of social construction (van Vlijmen, 2019). In order to move beyond
the seemingly ‘natural’ avoidance and little appreciation for work with dirt, I deploy
the theory of ‘dirty work’. The theory of ‘dirty work’ was born out of the writings of
Everett Hughes (1951) to name and analyse occupations that are, in the lay opinion,
regarded as disgusting, hideous, or immoral to human dignity. Those who engage in
dirty work too often suffer from stigmatisation, as the negative traits associated with
their occupation are projected onto them, portraying them as ‘dirty workers’ (Ashforth
& Kreiner, 1999). In an effort to further develop the original concept, Ashforth and
Kreiner (1999) make a distinction between three categories of ‘dirty work’. The three
categories find widespread application by researchers including, for example, the
work of Terskova and Agadullina (2019, p. 767) who outline the categories of social,
physical and moral dirty work as follows:
social (related to the subordinate position or associated with contact with
stigmatized people), physical (related to direct contact with garbage and
waste), and moral (related to jobs considered sinful, dubious, or defying social
norms).
Against this backdrop, the authors claim cleaning work to represent a compelling
example for physical dirty work as it encompasses direct contact with dirt and waste
(Terskova & Agadullina, 2019). Bosmans et al. (2016), however, argue that cleaning
work also holds a social taint to the extent that relationship with employers and
managers are oftentimes servile. This is in line with the observation made by Deery
et al. (2019) that the categories of physical, social and moral dirty work are fluid and
may be blurred. Dirty workers are, in many cases, confronted with stereotypes about
their occupation being of low status and generally low skilled. These occupations are
predominantly ‘carried out by groups who are deemed to be potentially inferior and
less socially valuable’ (Deery et al., 2019, p. 632). Ashforth and Kreiner (2014b) stress
the importance of distinguishing between the three categories, as stigmas and,
therefore, also coping strategies vary across categories. Dirty work is seen as the
‘necessary evil’, with socially and physically tainted jobs being regarded as more
necessary than morally tainted jobs. Consequently, the latter is considered to be
dirtier and pose more severe threats to workers’ identity (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014b).
As stated previously, ‘dirty work’ in itself is a social construct and, in order fully
to grasp this construct, Ashforth and Kreiner (2014a) highlight the importance of
elucidating the context from which it emerged. Contextualising ‘dirty work’, the
academics investigate the role of historical trends, macro and micro cultures, and
demographic characteristics. Macro cultures refer to cultural imprints on a societal
level whilst micro cultures refer to realities at a local level in the direct social
environment (e.g., specific occupational or organizational cultures).
From a historical point of view, the study sketches three major trends. Firstly,
the rise of hygiene in many countries and, associated therewith, cleanliness as a sign
of social status led to a society in which people from higher social classes avoid
physical dirt in their private as well as professional lives. Secondly, Ashforth and
Kreiner (2014a) argue that economic developments played a key role, namely, that
companies increasingly outsource their operations to specialised firms sealing
themselves off from tedious ‘dirty’ tasks. A further aspect is the mounting
specialisation of jobs that sharpens the contrast between those involved in ‘dirty work’
and those who have nothing to do with it. Thirdly, in the wake of widespread
liberalism, proponents of this doctrine hold the general idea that people have
unrestricted freedom of choice, also expanding to the choice of profession. This
correlates with the findings of Bergman and Chalkley (2007) who add to this debate
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by stressing that those who believe in the freedom of choice frivolously draw
conclusions about personality traits of those engaged in ‘dirty work’, thus turning a
blind eye to overarching system-level economic and societal forces.
With regards to cultural aspects shaping the construction of ‘dirty work’,
Ashforth and Kreiner (2014a) deploy Hofstede’s (2001) model of cultural
classification. They argue that in a wide range of societies masculinity is preferred
over femininity as is the case in Germany (Hofstede Insights, n.d.). Seen from this
perspective, cleaning work comprises mainly characteristics associated with
femininity such as caring and passiveness. Therefore, it is prized lower than dirty
work that is characterised with masculinity, for instance, the profession ‘firefighter’
which arguably involves similar amounts of physical dirt but is associated with ‘male’
traits such as heroism (Hofstede, 2016). Furthermore, pronounced individualism in
contrast to collectivism places the self at centre, while collectivists assign particular
importance to the greater-level good. Research carried out in Taiwan and Guatemala,
both of which are considered to represent collectivist cultures, showed that
individuals who are labelled as ‘dirty workers’ respond collectively to stigmatizations
from outsiders. This means that the group suffering from stigmatisations stands
together and responds by means of a joint narrative that opposes outsider views and
reinforces the sense of self. As a result, in collective societies, an occupational group
can more easily function as a social buffer against the stigmas of ‘dirty work’ (Ashforth
& Kreiner, 2013). Conversely, in individualistic societies, people tend to emphasize
their individuality through accounts that make them stand out from the crowd. In the
case of having to deal with stigmatizations, Ashforth and Kreiner (2013) argue that
the attempt to distance oneself from their occupational fellows and the work one
performs negatively affects the sense of self and sense of belonging. Despite the
usefulness of understanding cultural imprints, it shall be noted that ways of
responding to stigmas vary greatly among individuals also within the same societal
group and therefore, will be examined in greater detail in the subsequent chapter.
Nonetheless, the differences between collectivism and individualism exemplify the
importance of critically viewing individuals’ ways of coping against the background
of the societal context. In consideration of Hofstede’s (2001) cultural power-distance,
Ashforth and Kreiner (2014a) stress that higher power-distances foster a greater
divide between occupational segments. This strict occupational segmentation results
in less empathy with ‘dirty workers’ on the floor. On this note, Bauman (1993) stresses
that the physical absence of workers engaged in dirty work - which recently only
increased through the aforementioned process of outsourcing – enable top
management to not be concerned with the moral implications of their profit driven
rulings.
After having outlined cultural elements that shape ‘dirty work’ on a macro-level
one needs to consider cultures on a micro level as well. In the immediate
surroundings in which ‘dirty work’ is carried out, there exist different attempts to
normalize ‘dirty work’ (Bosmans et al., 2016)(Bosmans, Mousaid, et al., 2016). These
different attempts range from creating occupational ideologies, to confronting clients
and the public with the stigmatizing behaviour (Ashforth et al., 2007). These attempts
to normalize ‘dirty work’ are found to decisively contribute to the way ‘dirty workers’
perceive their work. Thus, it is crucial to pay close attention to the cultural process at
a local level to understand the experiences of people engaged in ‘dirty work’.
In the matter of demographics, Ashforth and Kreiner (2014a) think along the
lines of socioeconomic, racial/ethnic, and gender categories. In a similar vein, Rosie
Cox (2016, p. 8) states:
The doing, or not, of dirty work is divided down the lines of class, ethnicity and
gender - the most powerful social divides in contemporary life. It is the people
on the ‘losing’ sides of those divides who clean most – the poor, women and
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people of colour – while those with the social and economic power to avoid
dirt, generally attempt to do so.
A low socioeconomic status goes hand in hand with stereotypes of increased
dirtiness. People who are poor and with migration backgrounds are frequently
portrayed as being ‘dirty’ (Cohen, 2005). This paves the way for a recursive loop
between perceptions of ‘dirty people’ and ‘dirty work’ - less affluent social groups that
are considered to be closer to dirt in their private lives as well as professionally
through engaging in social, physical or moral dirty work (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014a).
In view of the fact that refugees before their exodus might have been employed in
sectors not considered as ‘dirty’ and now find themselves in situations stigmatizing
them as ‘dirty people’ and having to take on dirty jobs is emblematic for this
phenomenon (McGregor, 2007). Due to the focus of this study on cleaning workers
in hotels, it is critical to look at the contextualisation of paid domestic work specifically
- a form of dirty work that has historically been highly gendered in western societies.
In the past (and still today), women have been situated closer to dirt than men
(Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014a). In the section on precarity and its relation to gender
inequalities, I discussed the concept of reproductive labour, however, it also sits at
the core of the analysis of dirty work from a gender perspective. Without repeating
the aforementioned definition of reproductive labour, the theory helps to explain the
devaluation of this kind of work as the ‘not doing of dirty work’ has historically been
an expression of social status and power (Duffy, 2007). Accordingly, the shift in
affluent Western countries from women doing paid domestic work to now
predominantly immigrant populations and ethnic minorities performing this kind of
labour follows the logic of ‘closeness to dirt’ as powerful contemporary social divide
as suggested by Cox (2016). In modern days, paid domestic workers are
omnipresent in nearly every industry sector and increasingly also in private homes.
Cox (2016) notes how domestic workers are predominantly of a different
race/ethnicity than their employers. Social networks of occupational members play a
key role in how the racial/ethnic groups are clustered along different occupations
(Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014a). Ultimately, Ashforth and Kreiner (2014a, p. 433) argue
‘just as a recursive loop is drawn between ‘dirty people’ and ‘dirty work’ based on
socioeconomic status, so too is one drawn based on marginalized racioethnic
identity’.

2.9 The German labour market and migration policies
‘We had to, and we have liberalised our labour market. We have built one of
the best low-wage sectors there is in Europe’
This is a statement made by the former German chancellor Gerhard Schröder at the
World Economic Forum in Davos in 2005. Germany has traditionally been viewed as
a market economy with a comparatively egalitarian salary structure (Hall & Soskice,
2001). In the last two decades this has changed however as the German low-wage
segment has experienced one of the most drastic increases in the European Union.
Today, Germany possesses one of the largest low-wage segments in Western Europe
at a comparable level with the UK and Ireland (Krings, 2020). After a particularly steep
increase between 1995 and 2008, the low-wage segment in Germany has now
stabilized at approximately one-fourth of total employment (Grabka & Schröder,
2019). A low wage is defined as a wage that falls below two-thirds of the national
median of the gross hourly wage (Mosthaf et al., 2014). The previously quoted
German chancellor Gerhard Schröder and his party the Social Democrats paved the
way for this sharp rise during their two legislative periods in the 1990s and 2000s.
The liberalisation of the labour market was primarily justified on the basis of high
unemployment numbers in Germany (Schröder, 2005). New forms of ‘atypical’
employment were introduced to ease the access into the labour market.
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One form of employment that was newly introduced during that time were

Minijobs, a form of small-scale or marginal employment that aimed to facilitate the re-

entrance into to labour market for the unemployed and to simultaneously fight
undeclared employment (Bosch, 2012). Minijobs are limited to earnings of €450 per
month and employees are exempt from tax deductions and social security
contributions (except a recently added and voluntary contribution to the state pension
insurance) (Bosch, 2012). On the other hand, employers are obliged to pay higher
taxes when compared with full-time employment. However, in return employers have
more leeway to modify the staff structure based on changes in demand (Bosch,
2012). Exemplarily, in the wake of the Covid-19 crisis, 12% of all Minijobber lost their
work (amounting to 850,000) while solely 0.2% of the people who were engaged in
employment with compulsory social security contributions were dismissed in the
same period (Grabka et al., 2020). The fact that people employed in Minijobs have
no entitlement to unemployment benefits renders such a crisis particularly severe. A
report of the NGG, the labour union for workers in the hospitality industry,
demonstrates that in the hotel sector, Minijobs are widespread and have in numerous
cases replaced full-time employment (Dälken, 2013). In 2017, employment
statistics present that almost half of all jobs in the hospitality sector were Minijobs,
while only 28% were employed on the basis of full-time employment (Bosch et al.,
2019).
Another form of employment that was further deregulated during the Schröder
years is agency work or temporary employment. Until 2003, agency work was
temporally limited with the idea that it would ultimately lead to continued full
employment at one of the client firms (Bosch, 2012). Along the same lines, in a
governmental attempt to ease the access to the labour market, from 2003 on, agency
work was no longer temporally limited. At the same time, to prevent different treatment
of employees from temporary employment agencies, the government implemented
an ‘equal pay’ policy for agency workers. Whilst the declared aim was to provide
stepping stones that lead to permanent employment and facilitate upward mobility
for the unemployed, numbers show that agency work is oftentimes rather a dead-end
for workers in the low-wage segment (Bosch, 2012). Having said that, agency
workers, unlike Minijobbers, have full access to the social security system and are
therefore also entitled to receive short-term allowances during the pandemic (Pusch
& Seifert, 2020). Nevertheless, agency workers were among the first ones to be
dismissed during the pandemic, even though employers were able to obtain
governmental support by means of short-term allowances (Seil & Emmler, 2020).
Since the introduction of the ‘equal pay’ policy for agency workers, a new form
of outsourcing labour responsibilities has gained in popularity (Klein-Schneider &
Beutler, 2013). Whereas agency work is at least partially regulated, subcontractor
agreements (in German Werkverträge) are now used to bypass these regulations by
organisations that look to continue to cut labour costs. Subcontractor agreements
entail that entire departments such as, for instance, the cleaning department of a
hotel, are ‘outsourced’ to external service providers. In this way, the client
organisation is no longer responsible for the workers carrying out tasks on their
grounds and, in doing so, they bypass ‘equal pay’ and the equal treatment
obligations. The formation of a works council and the right to a say in the client
organisations are practically made impossible. Against this background, these
subcontractor agreements are also called ‘obscured agency work’ as they fulfil the
same function, however, disobeying regulations that have been implemented for the
protection of agency work (Maack et al., 2013). During the pandemic, incidences in
the meat industry have shown how, due to the externalisation of labour
responsibilities, basic labour rights were severely being violated (Kohte & RabeRosendahl, 2020). As this form of employment is on the verge of illegality, there are
no official numbers about this phenomenon, but Maack et al. (2013) suspect
subcontractor agreements in the cleaning of hotel rooms. As part of an expert
interview, Monika Fijarczyk (2021) from the support centre for migration and decent
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work (BEMA) confirmed that workers from subcontractor firms engaged in the
cleaning of hotels have sought legal support during the pandemic.
These new forms of employment came about with a loss in collective
bargaining power for German labour unions. In 1990, 80% of all employees were paid
on the basis of collective wage agreements, while in 2010 solely about 50% of the
working population remained under the protection of such wage agreements
(Schulten, 2020). Unsettlingly, of people who earn the statutory minimum wage of
€1584 per month, merely 30% remain under unionized wage protection (Krings,
2020). Parallel to the rise of low-wage employment, the share of people with migration
backgrounds in the low-wage segment grew disproportionally (Krings, 2020). Against
this backdrop, Krings (2020, p. 539) states ‘that the earnings prospects of foreignborn workers in the bottom half of the German labour market considerably worsened
in the past 30 years’. That trade unions can, in principle, play a crucial role in
improving labour conditions - not only for native-born workers, but also for foreign
ones - is shown by a historical example from the ‘Gastartbeiter’ (‘guestworkers’) era.
In the second half of the 20th century, workers with migration backgrounds from
southern Europe and Turkey migrated to Germany to find employment in the
manufacturing industry. German unions successfully defended equal rights for
newcomers in the labour market. Still in the mid-2000s, young workers with an
immigration background were twice as likely to be union members as their nativeborn peers. However, since the liberalisation of the labour market, workers with
migration backgrounds now find themselves predominantly in deregulated forms of
employment outside the control of unions (Pulignano et al., 2015). A comparative
analysis between the policies and attitudes of Germany and Belgium towards agency
and workers with migration backgrounds showed that trade unions’ protection for
these workers is generally weaker in Germany. In Germany, unions are strictly
organized along industry sectors, prohibiting them from introducing binding
collective agreements across industries. This explains the relatively good protection
of workers in traditional manufacturing sectors and the rather poor protection of
workers in newer sectors such as temporary employment agencies (Pulignano et al.,
2015). Preliminary interviews with union representatives revealed that this is
particularly problematic for hotel cleaners. While the Nahrung-Genuss-Gaststätten
(NGG) union represents the interests of employees working in hotels, the IG Bau does
the same for employees working for cleaning firms. As in German hotels, cleaning
services are commonly outsourced, with workers finding themselves in a ‘grey’ zone
between responsibilities of different labour unions (Eilert, 2022).
Lastly, I would like to point to the strict regulatory framework in Germany when
it comes to migration and asylum and its adverse effects. Whilst Germany is generally
open towards influxes of workers with migration backgrounds from non-EU countries
for the high- and medium-wage sector, there is basically a prohibition of entry for
workers seeking employment in the low-wage segment. This however, does not
prevent people from trying to migrate and seek employment and/or refugee.
Consequently, people with irregular status seek undeclared work making them more
vulnerable to exploitative employment practices (Düvell, 2006). As part of a
comparative study shedding light on ‘undocumented migration’ in Europe, Düvell
(2006) stressed that Germany, as a country of strict law enforcement and an
increasingly liberal but still strongly regulated labour market, excludes
undocumented people with migration backgrounds from the social services and the
labour market. The author refers to a range of ‘illegality’ which is distinctively high in
Germany. In comparison, in countries with fewer internal controls, such as Spain and
Italy, irregular people with migration backgrounds have at least some access to the
social system. Germany’s tight monitoring of the labour market causes
undocumented people with migration backgrounds to live life ‘in the shadow’ of
German society (Düvell, 2006, p. 194). As a consequence, labour law violations
cannot be reported to the courts, as courts are required to report undocumented
people with migration backgrounds to the respective immigration authorities. A study
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has shown that even the right to education for all children is oftentimes denied for
undocumented children with migration backgrounds (PICUM, 2016). Out of 100
surveyed schools, 62 denied access to irregular undocumented children with
migration backgrounds and, in some instances, children were even reported to the
immigration authorities (Funck et al., 2015). This exemplifies the weak positioning of
irregular people with migration backgrounds in Germany. This group of people,
however, according to Düvell (2006) and Broeders (2009), finds employment
frequently in the cleaning industry next to employment in transportation, construction,
and agriculture.
Altogether, the structural precarization of the German labour market, and the
acuteness and extent of this issue in the occupation at the centre of this study
becomes apparent. What Schröder (2005) called the ‘best low-wage sector in
Europe’ is in fact a sector that serves the productivity of the German economy with
little to no benefit for low-wage employees themselves. In light of this, foregrounding
precisely these ‘obscured’ experiences in times of increased pressure is crucial for a
more inclusive society.

3. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The main objective of this work is to examine structures of power present in the
German hotel industry through the eyes of hotel cleaners themselves. To achieve this
goal, it is essential, in the first place, to determine the structures that shape the field.
Due to a substantial knowledge gap in this line of work and to situate stories of hotel
cleaners in the bigger picture, such efforts are of fundamental importance.
Subsequently, the research explores how hotel cleaners construct meaning at work
and how they navigate structures of power. As a result, this research hopes to
contribute to movements of democratizing the academic debate by adding
marginalized perspectives to the discourse and, concurrently, calling attention to
hotel cleaners' lived realities.

3.1 Main research question
What can we learn from the ‘little stories’ of people with migration backgrounds - who
have been working as hotel cleaners before and during the pandemic in German
hotels - about the structures of power that shape the current world of work?
Sub Research Questions
1. What are the structures and circumstances that shape the work of hotel cleaners
in Germany?
2.

How do hotel cleaners in the German hotel industry navigate structures of power?

3. How do hotel cleaners in the German hotel industry construct meaning in relation
to their work?

4. METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK
In the following chapter, I describe and justify the research design chosen for this
study, as well as the associated data generation methods and subsequent data
analysis. Moreover, I reflect on my own positionality as a researcher as well as stating
the limitations of the adopted methodological approach.
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4.1 Research design
The methodological approach chosen for this study is a qualitative narrative-based
one to optimally cater to the research objectives formulated above. Narratives, as
stated by Barthes (2004), are omnipresent and encompass everything that has been
fabricated, forwarded, told, performed and reproduced by humans. Most commonly,
however, narratives are conceived as spoken or written accounts through which
humans put into relation past events and past life situations (Czarniawska, 2004).
Storytelling, a form of narrative, is seen a fundamental human activity that allows
humans to make sense of their lives and attach meaning to events from the past. On
that note, Fraser (2004, p. 180) maintains that ‘narratives help people to organize their
experiences into meaningful episodes that call upon cultural modes of reasoning and
representation’. Taking into account that stories of hotel cleaners are rarely at the
centre of public attention (e.g. Kuhn, 2019), this methodological approach was
chosen to shift the focus and give centre stage to the stories and meanings of hotel
cleaners whose perspectives are commonly obscured by the dominant discourse.
Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic, as a historically pivotal event, only underlines the
importance of such investigations among this specific group as these workers were
notably affected by the pandemic (Baum et al., 2020; Davahli et al., 2020).
Within the realm of narrative research, oral history is especially suited to serve
these ends and is therefore adopted to delve deep into how cleaners make sense of
their work and how this historic event impacted their daily work and life (Bornat, 2004;
Creswell, 2013; Down, 1990; Portelli, 2006). The emphasis on neglected or
underrepresented perspectives is, according to Thomson (2007), the primary
justification for oral history. In the context of migration studies, Thomson (1999, p. 26)
states that ‘a central and abiding claim of oral historians of migration has been that
the migrant’s own story is likely to be unrecorded or ill-documented, and that oral
evidence provides an essential record of the hidden history of migration’. In this
connection, the declared objective of this work is to do the same for a part of the
labour market that is equally marked by an overrepresentation of workers with
migration backgrounds and its peripheral position (Sarosi, 2017). Oral history is not
solely concerned with understanding the lived experience in isolation, at a particular
moment in time and space, it also pays attention to the ‘processes’ which led to a
certain way of experiencing the event (Portelli, 2006). In this manner, even deeper
insights are gained that potentially transcend initially imagined research objectives
(Portelli, 2018).
It is important to note, that oral history research is a highly collaborative
process in which researcher and research participant co-create the narrative
(Creswell, 2013). Of particular relevance is, therefore, the relationship between these
two parties involved in the interview. Greater depth and best-possible understanding
is achieved through collaboration throughout the conversation which ideally leads to
a connection that goes beyond a superficial interview encounter (Creswell, 2013). In
this vein, Bornat (2004, p. 44) stresses the importance of ‘the recognition of the
interview as a social relationship and how this may be drawn on to derive richly
individual accounts that would otherwise be hidden or obscured by differences of
age, class and gender’. As a result of the collaborative effort, both parties involved
will learn from the stories and change in the encounter (Pinnegar and Daynes (2006).
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The challenge for a fruitful exchange is the need for ample prior knowledge by the
researcher about the political, socioeconomic and personal context in which the lived
experiences take shape (Creswell, 2013). Thus, in this thesis, the comprehensive
literature review explicitly examines and outlines the broader socioeconomic and
political context in which hotel cleaners carry out their work. Whilst reviewing the
literature, it became apparent that there are merely a few studies dedicated to the
field of hotel cleaning (Sarosi, 2017).
Due to a general lack of data available especially in the German context (Kuhn,
2019) and given that the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic for this group of worked
largely remained unexplored (Fromm, 2021), the decision was made that substantial
preliminarily research had to be conducted prior to being able to carry out oral history
interviews. In a field, in which little research has been carried out and in which
vulnerabilities of workers are expected to be high, this was perceived as essential to
be sensitized and well-equipped for the oral history interviews. Furthermore, these
preliminary investigations not only served as preparation for the interviews but also
as opportunity to improve the analytical capability for the following steps. Next to that,
relevant conceptualisations - such as previously defined concepts of precarity, dirty
work and intersectionality - sharpen the researcher’s view to grasp underlying
complexities and relationships. This theoretical foundation is needed to able to ‘link
the personal with the political’ (Fraser, 2004) and situate the personal narratives in
the greater picture.
Critics of oral history contend that this approach merely reproduces ‘idle talk’
as the memories of individuals would be flawed sources for advancing the academic
discourse (Down, 1990; Thomson, 2007). Against the belief that ‘scientific research’
presents an apolitical endeavour, I agree with the statement of Kellehear (2020, p.
25) who maintains, ‘”research” is a “reading” of the world, and the task is always on
persuasion rather than proving’. By practicing curiosity and trying to apply high
standards of reflectivity, this work strives to contribute to attempts democratizing the
academic debate. Against this backdrop, I argue that there is an urgent political
importance to shift the focus and add marginalized perspectives to what is, in many
ways, exclusive academic discourse. The paradigm that informs this research is
critical theory-based and, in this critical fashion, this work addresses power relations
and identity struggles which need to be deconstructed in a collaborative effort with
the research subjects themselves. To come to understand societal challenges, there
needs to be room for voices outside of privileged positions. In the subsequent
section, the data generation procedure used in this study will be outlined and
specified.

4.2 Data generation
As co-constructor of knowledge, I use the term ‘data generation’ instead of ‘data
collection’, as collecting data implies that data would be ‘out there’, ready to be
‘extracted’ from the field by the researcher (Mason, 2017). Knowledge is co-created
by means of collaborative efforts and is not simply taken from the research
participants. The methods applied in the phase of data generation involved semistructured and oral history interviews.
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Considering the fundamental importance of obtaining an in-depth
understanding of the overarching economic, political, and social structures and being
well-informed about the case-specific context for carrying out oral history research,
interviews with competent professionals were carried out alongside the oral history
interviews. As competent professionals I regarded those that - through their work –
possess specialised knowledges about the field under investigation. Roughly, these
competent professionals can be divided into four groups yielding distinct expertise
about the field. The first group consists of unionists that advocate the rights of
cleaners in the German labour market. The unionists interviewed held different
positions within the labour union, providing expertise from specific cases to more
holistic assessments. The second group includes workers’ advisors for people with
migration backgrounds who were had been advising people with migration
backgrounds working in hotel cleaning that sought advice about labour rights. The
third group comprises academics that researched the field of hotel cleaning in
Germany in the past. Lastly, one housekeeping managers was interviewed who
directly worked with hotel cleaners on a daily basis. The main objective of this
research is to bring into focus to the stories of hotel cleaners, therefore, I refer to the
interviews with competent professionals as ‘second-opinion’ interview that help
contextualise and further explore the findings from the oral history interviews with
hotel cleaners. Nine semi-structured interviews were conducted with the following
competent professionals:
Interviewee
Fijarczyk, Monika
Guia, Catalina
Rohleder, Kirstin
Damerow, Olaf
Müller, Bettina
Bartels, Holger
Bullin, Wolfgang
Guhlemann, Kerstin
Vanselow, Achim
Kuhn, Konrad
Housekeeping Manager
(name withheld)

Profession/Institution
Advisor for migration and decent work, Berlin
Advisor for migration and decent work, Düsseldorf
Advisor social and employment law issues (refugees & nonEU-citizens), Mainz
Unionists | IG BAU, Bremen
Unionists | IG BAU, EU level and East Germany
Social researcher, Dortmund
Lawyer and researcher in labour law, Düsseldorf
Assistant Professor of European Ethnology, Innsbruck
Medium-sized luxury hotel in Germany

For both types of interviews, second-opinion interviews and oral history interviews, I
used purposive sampling (Boeije, 2009) in order to choose research participants that
matched the characteristics of this research. All nine ‘second-opinion’ interviews were
between 40 and 60 minutes in length and were conducted and recorded with the
help of the online video meeting platform Zoom. For each of the four different groups
of interviewees a separate interview guide with guiding questions for semi-structured
interviews were prepared. These interview guides were designed to shed light on
aspects and specificities of the German labour market that remained unclear even
after the comprehensive literature study. As the ‘second opinion’ interviews were
conducted during the same time period as the oral history interviews in some
instances - whenever suitable - questions were asked that related to the findings of
the oral history interviews.
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With regards to the purposive sampling (Boeije, 2009) deployed for the oral history
interviews, participants were selected based on the following criteria:
•
•
•
•

Employed as a hotel cleaner at the point of the first Covid-19 related lockdown
(which was at the end of March 2020 prohibiting hotels to accommodate
tourists);
Have a recent (first generation) migration background;
Employed by a hotel or by a temporary working agency;
Work in the German hotel industry.

This procedure is in line with the suggested approach of the Oral History Association
(2009) to ‘choose potential narrators based on the relevance of their experiences to
the subject at hand’. After having explored a multitude of ways to get in touch with
the target group, I succeeded in contacting interviewees through migrant workers’
offices in Germany, and with the help of former colleagues who still work in the hotel
sector. In the interest of minimizing the pressure and risks involved for interview
participants, the stories were anonymised, and the names of hotels are not stated in
this study. The first oral history interview was carried out with a woman in her 60’s
who migrated to Berlin in 1992 from Ukraine shortly after Ukraine gained its
independence from the Soviet Union – her pseudonym for the purposes of this thesis
is Aleksandra. The second oral history was conducted with a couple consisting of a
woman of Rumanian origin and her husband of Colombian origin. I gave them the
pseudonyms Ana and Pedro, respectively.
Oral history interviews
In terms of the data-generation methods that were employed as part of the research,
I exclusively relied on interviews which presents according to Creswell (2013) also
the most commonly applied method in the field of narrative-based research. During
oral history interviews the researcher strives to engage in extended storytelling and
listening to collaboratively build a narrative (Creswell, 2013). Similar to in-depth
interviews, oral history interviews are intended to provide rich qualitative data (Portelli,
2006). Nevertheless, the distinctive feature of oral history lies in the focus on the lived
experiences contextualised in the course of time and how meanings are attached to
them rather than focussing on an experience at an isolated moment in time (Portelli,
2006). While an in-depth interview might be semi-structured and is generally carried
out along a predefined list of topics, the oral history interviews I carried out placed
the focus on life stories and their meaning.
Portelli (2006) underpins the importance of building rapport prior to the first
interview. Owing to the fact that oral history interviews go beyond a fixed set of
questions or topics and predominantly depend on the participants’ willingness to
freely share life stories that may include difficult periods in life, high levels of trust are
paramount (Bornat, 2004). Therefore, great emphasis was placed on creating a safe
environment for the interviews. With both parties, the initial contact was made by
telephone. Subsequently, prior to and after the interview, regular contact was
maintained through mobile phone-based messaging services. Some scholars argue
that oral history interviews ideally take place in locations that are shielded from
external sources of noise and other distractions in accordance with traditional sit30

down interviews (Creswell, 2013; Oral History Association, 2009). By contrast, King
and Woodroffe (2019) suggest that during ‘so-called’ walking interviews, oral histories
might unfold more easily than during traditional interview set-ups. I offered multiple
options to the interview participants and left it up to the interviewees to determine the
location, where they felt most comfortable. Aleksandra and I met at a café close to
her house while Ana and Pedro invited me to their apartment in Nuremberg. Great
emphasis was placed on creating a pleasant atmosphere (i.e. by bringing/ordering
cake and coffee).
Furthermore, I asked participants for additional illustrative and relevant items
such as documents or pictures that could enhance the understanding of the
narratives. Ana and Pedro, for example, showed their agenda in which they had listed
the number of cleaned rooms per day and, additionally, shared pictures of especially
dirty rooms during the interview. As for the interviewing process itself, I adopted the
guidelines for oral history interviews put forward by the Oral History Association
(2009). In the interest of giving adequate room to detailed descriptions of
experiences, the interviews took 2.5 and 3 hours and a compensation of 50 euros
was offered. In the course of the interview, I attempted to pay attention to potential
signs of fatigue to bring the interview to an early end if necessary. Prior to the actual
start of the interview, an oral statement of consent was recorded followed by a ‘lead’
mentioning the name of the interviewer, date, location, and purpose of the interview.
The questions asked throughout the interview were creative and probing,
diving deep into the perspectives of the interviewees whilst not forgetting about the
primary interest in work-related stories. As a rough guide for the interviews, a mind
map with various relevant topics was created prior to the interview. During the
interview, in this way I kept an overview of the different topics that we had already
touched upon, and which were still missing. In oral history research, less effort is put
into asking the ‘right’ question rather researchers place the focus on ‘narrator’s selfevaluative comments, meta-statements, and the overall logic of the narrative’ (Gluck
& Patai, 2016, p. 9). The interview with Aleksandra was held in German, while the
interview with Ana and Pedro was held in Spanish for which an interpreter joined the
interview. Both interviews were be recorded with the help of a digital recording device
and at a later stage transcribed in textual form with the help of transcription software.

4.3 Data analysis
The analysis of the interviews conducted with professionals was performed
using a general inductive approach (Thomas, 2006). The inductive approach is not
the most sophisticated out of all procedures for analysis qualitative data. However, it
serves the purpose of simply broadening the understanding of the context. Greater
emphasis was placed on the analysis of the oral history interviews for which greater
interpretative depth was needed. The objective for the interviews with the
professionals was to identify the core statements in the transcripts relevant to a
profounder understanding of structures that shape the field. The inductive approach
in this study followed the five steps suggested by Thomas (2006, p. 242) of (1) ‘Initial
reading of text data’, (2) ‘Identify specific text segments related to objectives’, (3)
‘Label the segments of text to create categories’, (4) ‘Reduce overlap and
redundancy among the categories’, and (5) ‘Create a model incorporating most
important categories’. Subsequently, these statements were also again compared
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with previous findings from the literature and backed up with newly added literature
where needed. Consequently, the results of this analysis are presented along five
final categories/themes namely ‘working conditions: outsourcing and averting the
gaze’, ‘the effects of Covid-19’, ‘workers with migration backgrounds at the margins
of society’, ‘unions’ absence: cleaners between areas of responsibility’, and lastly
‘under-researched field of work’. All transcripts were conducted in German and also
transcribed this way.
As stated earlier, in line with feminist and multicultural theory, this work aims to
denounce oppressive power relations and counter these by decentring authority. In
the analysis of oral history interviews it is, however, also power that plays a crucial
role. Overall, I agree with Haynes (2010, p. 229) who states:
A critical use of oral history can be used as a vehicle for change, both
methodologically and epistemologically. It is in the analysis of experience that
the potential for change lies, in an interpretative and synthesising process
which connects experience to understanding.
This statements, nevertheless, involves a delicate decision, namely the question: To
what extent do I as author claim authority about the interpretations of the narratives
shared during the interviews? The fact that I as researcher have the power to
determine what, out of the extensive transcripts, is of relevance for interpreting a life
story which is not my own. This raises questions about power relations between
interviewee and interviewer itself. My approach to arrive at a nuanced and reflective
representation of the stories of Aleksandra, Ana and Pedro was to commence with
two summarised accounts of both stories. These two accounts retell their stories in
chronological order without further interpretations from my side. Thereby, I strove to
preserve and give room to the individual value and distinctiveness inherent in both
accounts. I am aware that already the sole fact that I rewrote their story, renders the
text subject to my personal understandings of what their story means. However, it
brings the reader closer to the ‘original’ story than solely presenting higher-level
interpretations.
In the subsequent step, I applied narrative analysis to the two oral history
interviews. The analysis is informed by the writing of Fraser (2004, p. 186) who
stresses that the analysis of narratives should not be carried out along strict
guidelines or rules. Having said that, the work of Fraser (2004) served as inspiration
rather than as unalterable formula dictating every step in a chronological order. To
begin, both interviews were transcribed and the interview with Ana and Pedro
required working together with the interpreter again to be able to translate the
transcript properly. After having read and studied the transcripts ‘line-by-line’, I
identified overarching themes that reoccurred at multiple points throughout the
transcripts or were articulated with particular emphasis. Thereafter, I colour-coded
both transcripts for intrapersonal, interpersonal and structural aspects of the stories.
While looking at intrapersonal aspects, I paid attention to body-mind experiences of
the participants and how revealed insights and thoughts about themselves
throughout the course of the interview. With regard to interpersonal aspects, I looked
at the way in which participants framed others and described their relations with
them. Lastly, I examined the transcripts for structural aspects and looked at the way
structural forces are reflected and dealt with in the stories of the interviewees. In
particular, for the examination of the structural aspects the preceding comprehensive
contextualisation was of great relevance. It shall be noted that these steps described
above overlapped nevertheless, following the lines of Fraser (2004) allowed for
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greater depth and guidelines to delve deeper into the meanings of the stories. After
this, in-depth investigation of text there was still room for further interpretations as
such extensive interviews hold so much potential for analysis and interpretation,
however, the most important once will be presented in the results.
To adhere to the previously proclaimed importance of reflexivity, I would like
stress how my observations are far from being objective and detached from who I
am. As someone that has worked in hotels and also cleaned hotels rooms for a couple
of weeks, my stance is not neutral, but this is also not important, as I claim. To show
the aforementioned reflexivity about my role during the interview, I close my analysis
with a reflection on my role during the interviews and the general course of the
conversation. Thereby, I also returned to experienced emotions during the interview
and not only considering the written transcripts. Where needed I went back to the
audio files to relive the situations during the interview.

4.4 Limitations
In terms of limiting factors that played a role in the course of this research, I would
like to point to the fact that participants for the oral history interviews were challenging
to find. First, there was oftentimes a language barrier that stood in the way of an oral
history interview. When migrant workers' advisors tried to establish contacts with
potential interview participants in many instances, we could not proceed further due
to such language barriers. The most relevant languages proved to be Eastern
European languages. As I did not have a close acquaintance in my social network
willing and capable of translating Eastern European languages, I missed out on some
promising interview participants. Unfortunately, within the scope of my thesis, I did
not have the financial means to find a professional interpreter who would translate the
extensive interview plus the transcripts. Second, people in the most precarious
situations were hesitant to participate. Even though I promised anonymity, people
were reluctant to share about the supposedly illegal practices of their employers as
they were afraid to risk their employment. Interestingly, Ana and Pedro, for whom I
found an unpaid Spanish-speaking interpreter, quit their job just before the interview
request and were willing to share openly.
Another limitation to this research was the reluctance of housekeeping
managers to participate. Housekeeping managers are professionals who work
closely with hotel cleaners on a daily basis. In light of this, it would have been
particularly interesting to study their framing and their position on the issue in greater
depth. Out of roughly 30 attempts through Linkedin to 'persuade' housekeeping
managers to participate, solely one accepted, and this was through personal
connections I still possessed from former hotel employment. Even though I stated in
the interview request that I was genuinely interested in their expertise, the sole fact
that my research was predominantly about hotel cleaners was enough for them not
to want to participate. On a final note, concerning the course of the oral interviews, I
reflect on it and possible limitations during the conversations in the following chapter
separately.

5. RESULTS
By no means does this study attempts to make generalising claims about the
multifaceted realities of workers engaged in cleaning work in German hotels. Rather
it attempts to examine individual experiences in greater depth and thereby enrich ‘our
understanding of the experiences of those who do not have access to means of
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publicity and whose thoughts, feelings, and actions are obscured by the dominant
discourse’ as Kwan (2008, p. 658) beautifully puts it. On that note, I would like to
commence by presenting two summarised accounts of the oral history interviews that
I conducted in the course of this study. Thereby, I try to paint a picture of who the
individuals at the centre of this study are and what they shared with me about their
lives. The summarised accounts are to be understood as biographical sketches and
serve to set the stage for the following analysis. After the two summarised accounts,
I present the emerging topics and key findings that were derived from the extensive
interviews. Subsequently, these findings will be interwoven into the greater context.
With the help of second-opinion interviews conducted with professionals, situated
either directly within the German hotel industry or in the immediate surroundings, the
societal relevance of paying attention to the ‘little stories’ is emphasised.

5.1 The story of Aleksandra
I met Aleksandra in a café close to her apartment in Berlin. The supposedly tranquil
café we had in mind was unfortunately closed so we had to spontaneously change
plans and find a different spot for our interview. Down the road, we found an
atmospheric café which, on the downside, was unfortunately also less quiet. The
energetic children at the table next to us ensured some laughter and contribute to a
relaxed sphere during the interview, nevertheless, made the process of analysing the
data afterwards even more tedious.
At the point of the interview, Aleksandra had just turned 66 and could have
already retired from her job as hotel cleaner at a five-star hotel in the German capital
of Berlin. Yet she still goes to work five days a week for her late shifts finishing usually
just before midnight. The fact that she is still going to work instead of enjoying her
well-deserved retirement seemed to be more of a coincidence rather than a longterm plan. The pension age for her year of birth would have been just before her 66th
birthday and it was only during her actual birthday (which she spent at work) that her
manager asked about her retirement plans. Thereupon, she rather spontaneously
took the decision to continue for at least another year. The reasons she gave during
our first and second conversation were not congruent. While during a preliminary talk
she mentioned that her pension money would not suffice for her travel plans, she
answered, upon further enquiry during the interview, that the work kept her in contact
with people as she did not want to end up staring at her TV screen all day long. In
general, she mentioned that she enjoyed working with young colleagues and that
made her feel younger - a nice side effect, she noted.
I don't want to sit at home all day long, because when I sit at home, I watch TV
all day and I don't even go out [...] Well, I’ll continue to work a bit longer [...]
because I feel very good there among young people and it also makes me feel
younger somehow.
Aleksandra started working for her current employer in 2006 as a full-time employee.
At the moment of the interview, she had been working for the hotel for more than 15
years.
Aleksandra left Ukraine in 1992, just after it gained independence from the
Soviet Union in 1991, at age 36. She moved to Germany with her two kids and her
mother. Her parents were of German descent, so at home she had been growing up
in a German-speaking environment which seemed important to her to emphasise.
Interviewer: So, you did your education in the former Soviet Union and then
you came to Germany in 1992 and then you learned German here in Germany?
Aleksandra: But I am German!!!
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Interviewer: Oh, you’re … Okay, I didn’t know. Tell me, how did that go?
Aleksandra: I am of German origin. Okay. My father and my whole family are
German. […] 200 years ago, many Germans emigrated to Russia […] And we
spoke German at home. Yes, we didn’t talk about higher matters, but what you
need for private conversations and with a dialect of course.
Before leaving Ukraine, she had been working as a forelady in one of the
largest sewing factories in the Soviet Union with more than 5000 employees. Upon
her arrival in Berlin, her college diploma as industry master was permuted into
‘dressmaker’, which was not in line with her scope of duties back at the sewing factory
which she describes as more of a supervising role. The sewing itself was not what
she liked nor was it what she was educated for. After arriving in Germany, she was
offered state-funded vocational training to become an administrative assistant which
she quit after being overwhelmed by the administrative computer work and the
challenges of so much new input, especially written German since she only knew
German from conversations with her parents. After this short intermezzo, she started
an internship in the domestic-care sector and more by coincidence she ended up at
a newly opened hotel in the housekeeping department. Throughout her roughly 30
years in Germany, Aleksandra has lived through the many phases of the German
hotel industry by working in five different hotels in total. Looking back at her time in
the sector, she wondered during our conversation, ‘Oh my God, I should have done
something else’. For what reasons she stated this, given her fifteen years with the
same employer and her general satisfaction with her job, will analysed in greater
detail at a later stage.
In the course of Aleksandra’s 30 years in the hotel sector, her different jobs
were marked by the general shift towards more flexible employment models on the
labour market that also affected hotel industry during this time. At the very first hotel
she worked at, she stayed six and a half years. However, her and her colleagues’
contracts were terminated in order to be replaced by workers from a temporary
employment agency, leaving them with a small severance package and no
employment. The next job she did was henceforth also for a temporary employment
agency. This job was not of lasting nature as she broke her arm at work and was
terminated without explicit reason during the probation period. After having
recovered from her accident, she found employment at a budget hotel as well through
a temporary employment agency, which however, filed bankruptcy one and half years
later. Thereafter, she was unemployed for almost two years. She mentioned that she
was reluctant to start again after the previous negative experiences. Nevertheless,
after almost two years when she was close to being downgraded to Hartz IV (reduced
employment benefits for ‘long-term’ unemployed) , she made another effort to try
again.
I started again because my unemployment benefit was over, and I didn't want
to receive Hartz IV […] I've worked all my life, so I should get more than just
Hartz IV. Then I thought, well, maybe I'll last another year cleaning rooms and
then I'll look for something else. Well, one year has now turned into 15 years.
The job she found was a Minijob – a form of marginal employment explained
in depth in chapter 2.9 - which she only accepted on the basis of being promised a
full-time contract in the long run. This quickly proved to be a false promise, as other
colleagues working there were promised the same but were still waiting for it to
happen. It was during that time that she was offered a full-time contract by another
hotel - her current employer. She had applied as housekeeping supervisor but was
hired as a cleaner with the prospects of becoming a supervisor, which up until today
did not come true. Aleksandra remembered the situation like this:
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I applied straight away as a floor supervisor. When I was at the [job] interview,
the front office manager told me: ‘Not now, but you can make a career with us’,
I said: ‘What kind of career am I supposed to have here?’ Then he said: ‘You
can be a floor supervisor’. ‘I don't know English’, I said, and he responded: ‘No
problem, you'll learn fast’. And then, when I heard that someone was leaving,
I applied, and I had already worked in Russia as forelady, and I finished
college – so I’m not stupid. […] And then I applied again to be a floor
supervisor and the executive housekeeper at that time said: ‘Oh, Aleksandra,
if I hire you, Mr Meier [pseudonym] will rip my head off. You don't know any
English’. Well, then I went on cleaning rooms…
In contrast to unstable forms of employment during previous work, her current
employment was steady - something that she seemed to value. This form of stable
employment also helped her to get through the Covid-19 crisis relatively ‘well’. The
governmental short-term allowances were paid to her, and the company topped up
these payments to 80% of her regular salary. She said that, due to the apartment that
she owns in which she rents out the extra room to a young man, she did not face any
severe monetary worries during that time and was not in risk of losing her employment
contract. For her, Covid-19 seemed to have had most impact on her travel plans
rather than anything else.
I haven't had any major problems with covid. Only one, during the two years
with the covid crisis, everything I planned, everything I still wanted to see in
the world, it all fell through. Two years wasted.
Apart from that, she nevertheless witnessed more severe hardships in her
immediate surroundings. In her private surroundings, she, as one of the only ones
fluent German and Russian and accustomed to German bureaucracy, takes on a sort
of advisory role for many workers with recent migration backgrounds from Moldavia,
Ukraine, Rumania and Russia. Through them she was involved in the how people in
her close surroundings experienced greater hardships. Something that she gave her
the feeling of being needed while at the same time being a burden for her.
Exemplified by this statement:
If it wasn't for me, they would have been totally screwed. I helped them [a
young family from Moldavia] get the flat back, because I phoned them
[housing company] and begged them to give it back. ‘Well’, says the woman,
‘actually we're not allowed to do that’. But ‘yes’, I said, ‘listen, the woman is
pregnant and secondly, where are they supposed to go now with only the small
money from their unemployment benefit’. Yes, and now I'm stuck with three or
four families whom I’m helping at the moment.
After three hours of talking, we brought our interview to an end and continued our
conversation as we walked back to the metro station where we ended with a warm
farewell.

5.2 Key themes in Aleksandra’s narrative
In what follows, the themes that were emphasized or recurred at different stages
throughout the interview will be outlined. To get to these themes, I thoroughly
examined the transcripts whilst paying attention to the different domains of
experience, namely intrapersonal, interpersonal and structural aspects of the story
(Fraser, 2004), to gain adequate depth for my analysis. The themes below merely
present an excerpt of all the different meanings implicit in the stories of Aleksandra.
Whereas in the previous section, I attempted to sketch a ‘neutral’ account of
Aleksandra’s stories, the following section presents my subjective interpretations of
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what has been said. Therefore, I do not claim generalisability; it is an attempt to foster
understanding across groups that barely get to talk to one another.

On the bright side
Overall, Aleksandra painted a rather positive picture of her work. At various stages
throughout the interview, she stressed the aspects that made her work pleasant. For
example, she talked about the rejuvenating effect of her work: ‘I feel very good there
among young people and then you also feel younger yourself somehow (laughs)’.
Moreover, she also seemed to enjoy the interactions with guests at the hotel, as she
stated: ‘there are a lot of nice people here, I like that a lot and you get to meet a lot of
people, like the guests’. At a later stage, she added: ‘I quite enjoy talking to the
guests. I have no problem with the guests when they talk to me or ask me something.
I am very talkative anyway’.
When I probed and enquired about all kinds of experiences with guests, she
highlighted the positive ones and when I asked whether there were also negative
ones, it was only then that she mentioned that there certainly were some:
There have been guests who were not well-behaved - where you walk in, and
it looks like a bomb site. Maybe that's how they were brought up [...] When I'm
in a hotel, I always try to make sure everything is tidy. And when I leave, I make
sure that the bed is not messy. Because in the Soviet Union we were always
taught to behave well when we go somewhere else. I got a trip once. I applied
for it, then I got a trip to the GDR and then we first got instructions on how to
behave. We shouldn't be spoken about negatively or poorly. We were
supposed to make a good impression there. That was the attitude we had […]
But I think people are just brought up that way and maybe they don't do it on
purpose. Maybe they don't even think about it. Or maybe they have a cleaner
at home, too. I don’t know what they think.
The way in which she reflected on the possible reasons for why people could be so
inconsiderate was not marked by great emotionality. She only talked about these
negative incidences because I asked for it and she raised her voice, which I viewed
as enthusiasm, when talking about her own story travelling to the GDR. Aleksandra
seemed not want to think too much about why guests misbehaved. I probed another
time and asked whether – in case a room was left in a bad condition - there would be
a way to hold the guest accountable for the extra effort needed to clean the room.
Her response was short, and it sounded like something obvious and perfectly normal:
‘You don’t complain to a guest (laughs)’. I asked whether there would be any
exception and she responded that in 15 years this has never happened to her. The
statement was clear – ‘the customer is king’, and she did not seem to be overly
bothered by it either.
Similarly, little criticism was voiced about her situation at work while recounting
her experiences in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. Listening to her stories,
Covid-19 seemed to have had more noteworthy impact on private matters and
dreams than on her work. Despite the general concern that the state would run out of
the money to cover up all the economic damage caused by the crisis, her permanent
contract and the Kurzarbeitergeld led her to not worry about her own job. In addition,
the employer’s decision to top up the Kurzarbeitergeld significantly eased her
financial situation during the lockdown. On that note, I consider it important to mention
that even though Aleksandra herself was not particularly hard hit by the pandemic,
many of her acquaintances were. She told about many incidences in which she had
helped others to get through the difficult times. For example, through her subtenant
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from Moldova, she was contacted by many other young cleaners who greatly needed
help during the pandemic. Her familiarity with the German system and her German
language skills were assets that many of her acquaintances did not possess. One
situation she described like this:
Aleksandra: Through him [subtenant] I got a lot of other people. I have a lot of
young people around me now. Actually, I’m stuck with them. They all come
with their documents. I'm supposed to help them. On the one hand I'm fed up
with it, but on the other hand I feel needed. When you're needed, you have a
completely different feeling. Yes, and my son-in-law and my daughter are
already angry with me. My son is even shouting that I should stop helping
these idiots. ‘They should learn German’, he says. They almost all worked in
hotels, but they all got Kurzarbeitergeld, but they need extra money from the
job centre, because it’s not enough. For example, one guy has three children,
and his wife and they just came here last year during the Corona period […]
Interviewer: But would they have manged on their own?
Aleksandra: No, because they don't know German […] And then I applied for
unemployment benefit for her. I just called. And then they asked everything.
Well, she had to sit next to me because of data privacy reasons […] If it hadn't
been for me, they would have been totally lost.
When talking about these incidences, she appears to be emotionally distant from the
people's experiences in her immediate surroundings. Aleksandra puts the emphasis
in her story on how she feels about being needed instead of acknowledging that the
young family was in urgent need of help. Also, the reactions of her close relatives
suggest that people are somehow expected to deal with the hardships themselves
and learn the German language. She feels good about her position as someone that
masters the German language and the system.
Heroic stories and capacity for suffering
A further theme that played a central role in many of her ‘little stories’ was her
intrepidity and her capacity for suffering. Aleksandra has suffered many injuries
throughout her life. She broke her arms already four times (of which two times
happened at work) and recently she had to undergo surgery because of tunnel carpal
syndrome, a typical injury for jobs with high levels of wrist movements such as
cleaning in hotels (Di Carlo et al., 2003). She talked about these incidences
in an unagitated tone of voice:
And here you can see that it's crooked, somehow. And when I do a lot of heavy
work now, I have a pulling pain that goes up here. And the other day I dropped
an iron bar on it – it fell out of the container at work and nothing broke, nothing
happened. But now a nerve is somehow pinched here. Sometimes, there's a
pain here and a feeling like your hand is just hanging there.
Even though to me it seemed like heavy incidences she mostly drew a picture of hotel
cleaning as not being a physically challenging profession.
Interviewer: But it's a demanding department - physically?
Aleksandra: You know what? I know other physical work that is way tougher.
At one point during the interview, I enquired about the gender balance at work and
her answers provided further explanation about her capacity for suffering. When I
asked about the gender balance at her work, she replied noticeably surprised:

38

Aleksandra: Yes, of course there are more women.
Interviewer: Why ‘Yes, of course’?
Aleksandra: You know what? Honestly, if boys have to clean rooms - I always
feel sorry for them.
Interviewer: Why is that?
Aleksandra: I don't know. It’s just, I always feel sorry for boys who have to clean
hotel rooms, I don't know why.
Interviewer: What makes you feel that way?
Aleksandra: I think cleaning is not a job for men and I always feel a bit sorry
for them (laughs). I think it’s different when they work in big cleaning crews
where they clean big facilities, then it's something else. They have machines
and it is more physical. But when boys have to clean rooms... I don’t know.
Interviewer: But cleaning rooms is super physical - really hard work, don't you
think?
Aleksandra: Yes, it is. But you know what? I know other physical work. I had to
work hard since I was a child. I had to chop wood in the forest together with
my mother. Then we grew so many potatoes and, if I told you how much I
worked, you wouldn't believe it.
She went on to talk about it in greater detail. Even though she was downplaying the
physicality of her own daily work, she at the same time referred to even harder
physical work that she had done in the past. Not only because of the abovementioned work-related injuries but also because of what she said herself at a
different point during the interview made me wonder. Referring to the start of her
current job she remembered:
The first two weeks were so hard. Cleaning the rooms was so hard, all day
long, and when I sat in the metro, […] Until I got home, I couldn't get up
anymore, I didn't have any strength. I felt so heavy, so heavy…
On the basis of previous experiences, she relativizes present-day pain and
hardships. Showing such strengths also come to the fore in the many ‘little stories’
about her invincibility which I called ‘heroic stories’ at the beginning of this section.
For instance, Aleksandra shared that:
At school, I used to always be the first one to dare to do stuff. The boys were
always afraid, and I was always the first. You know, if you get it over with
quickly... If you wait too long, you get scared, more and more scared.
Also talking about the Covid-19 pandemic, she claimed that she was not afraid of the
virus as she feels like she would be immune, and all her family members would be
too scared. This perceived invincibility and capacity for suffering make her appear
strong and afraid of nothing.
Unfulfilled dreams?
Since arriving in Berlin, Aleksandra has worked in the housekeeping department of
multiple hotels. Over the years, Aleksandra has at different points throughout her work
life been exposed to the structural changes that have been going on in the hotel
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industry. From full-time employment over agency work to Minijob and back again,
which she summarised herself like this:
Then in between, after my first six and a half years at the five-star hotel, I also
worked for a month at another hotel, but this time for a temporary work agency.
And then I broke my arm, they immediately terminated my contract, and I
couldn't do anything. I was still on probation […] After that I worked for almost
one and a half years at a big budget hotel again for a temporary employment
agency, which then filed for bankruptcy. And then I was unemployed for 22
months.
The 22 months of not returning to work – a period during which she also did not try to
find new employment – gives a hint of how discouraged she was by the struggle on
the labour market. Even though her stories portraying being invincible suggest a
different image. By no means Aleksandra was asking for compassion. Reflecting on
her ambitions and the promises made when starting at her current work she retells a
conversation with the former housekeeper:
You can make a career with us. To which I reply: ‘What kind of career could I
have here?’ He says: ‘You can become a floor supervisor’. ‘But I don't know
English’. He says: ‘No problem, you will learn’. And then, when I heard that
someone was leaving, I applied. In Russia I worked as an industrial
forewoman, and I also finished college and I'm not stupid. So, I can check the
rooms. I checked my room at Hotel Estrella [pseudonym] by myself and I
haven't had a single complaint in the two years I've been there. And then I
applied for a job as a floor supervisor and the first housekeeper said, ‘Oh,
Aleksandra, if I hire you, the manager will tear my head off, you don't know any
English’. Well, then I continued cleaning rooms…
Regardless of her general positiveness and invincibility, I was able to sense some
disappointment in her story. Considering her - at some points - articulated ambitions
and her previous education, she was kept in this position by what was, during the
expert interviews, described as a glass ceiling that prevents people from upward
mobility.
I slipped into the hotel business. Later, after years, when I had already started
working here in the hotel, I thought, ‘Oh my God, I could have done something
else’. I was once at KaDeWe (a shopping centre in Berlin), and there I see
such fat, fat people walking around - such fat women. And I heard them talking
to each other. Russians speaking really bad German. And then I thought, ‘Oh
shit, you could have been a salesperson…’ I wouldn't have had to clean hotel
rooms. But I just slipped into it.
What can be observed is there is ambivalence in the way she frames her work and
her dreams. It is beyond my will and capability to judge whether she the way she
deals with her situation is a way of coping with it, an honest account of satisfaction or
both. However, what came through her stories were the many obstacles she faced
and how these were outside her potential influence.

5.3 The story of Ana and Pedro
When I visited Ana and Pedro in the outskirts of Nuremberg, a city in the south of
Germany, I am welcomed in a strikingly neat and shiny apartment. Right from the
start, I and my interpreter can sense the urge of especially Pedro to start sharing their
experiences. After a short introduction of the project, Pedro took the floor.
Straightaway, we talk about their work and the changes Covid-19 brought about. It is
only later that we get to talk about their stories leading to these recent events.
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Ana and Pedro are in their mid-forties and are a married couple with a sevenyear-old daughter, who occasionally peeked into the living room before hiding again.
Ana is of Rumanian origin and Pedro is of Colombian origin. The two met each other
working as geriatric nurses in a clinic in Spain. Both came to Spain from their countryof-origin Rumania and Colombia seeking better employment opportunities. When
their daughter was born, Pedro took on a second job to secure the livelihoods of the
family as Ana stayed home to take care of their daughter. He told us that he left at
6AM and was returning home mostly by 10PM. Another factor that rendered the
situation more complicated was that the working days of the jobs were not aligned so
he would rarely have a full day off to spend with his family. It was during that time that
relatives of Ana who lived in Germany told them about better working prospects in
Germany. In particular, the higher earnings prospects were a motivation for them to
leave Spain and move to Germany. They were hopeful that this would provide them
with the financial means to live a more balanced family life.
Pedro: We came to Germany because her relatives sort of insisted that we
would come here. They said there is a lot of work in the care sector and the
truth is that yes, but the problem is that I was asking them because we don't
speak, how are we going to work? No they said you can work without speaking.
Ana: There are places maybe where you can, but not… [interrupted by Pedro].
Pedro: When we got here, and we hit the wall because they don't welcome you
anywhere if you don’t speak the language.
Once in Germany it turned out to be impossible for them to find a job in the
nursing segment without any knowledge of the German language. Without being able
to speak German or English they were up a creek without a paddle. With the help of
their family network, they found employment at a temporary employment agency to
carry out cleaning work at a higher-end hotel in the city centre. This was in 2017, a
job they said was a necessity rather than a free choice. As Pedro described in his
own words, ‘it is a very poorly paid job. It is a job that you do more out of necessity
than for pleasure’. However, in retrospect the start went relatively well. In the hotel
they work at, cleaning duties were entirely outsourced to their temporary work
agency. Their contract was set at 40 hours per week, but in fact they were paid per
room and not per hour. Cleaned rooms were at the end of the month converted into
working hours on the pay slip. In comparison with the work-based sacrifices they had
to make in Spain, this performance-based compensation offered the couple the
possibility to work hard in the mornings while their daughter was at day care and in
the afternoon return to spend time with the family. Ana and Pedro worked together,
always cleaning the rooms together. Usually, they started at 8AM and finished at 3PM
to be able to pick up their daughter at the day care right after finishing their shift.
At work, a lot was dependent on the favour of the housekeeping manager.
Rooms of staying guests took in general significantly less time to clean than cleaning
the rooms of departed guests. Yet, in terms of remuneration it did not make a
difference. What did make a difference in remuneration was the room category. The
hotel offered different room categories and the amount one would earn per room
changed accordingly – for standard rooms €3.60 and for suites €4.00. Ana and Pedro
worked hard to gain the favour of the manager and to be able to get assigned a
minimum of 15 rooms per day, preferably suites. The common number of rooms to
be cleaned per person was eight to ten rooms a day. Ten rooms per person per
working day would be equal to an hourly wage of €5.00, which is way below the
German minimum wage of €9.82. Pedro said they also put pressure on the manager
saying they would leave if they would not get at least 15 rooms per person. Due to
their remarkable performance, the housekeeping manager granted them a few extra
rooms per day. Ana recounted their special bond with the management like this:
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Ana: That's how we got to where we wanted to be [through hard work]. And
that's why we had such a good position compared to the others. We were the
best workers and better than all the others. So, the director also said that we
are perfect.
This ‘special position’ also resulted in them being almost always assigned to
the highest floor of the hotel where all suites were located. Where there is privilege;
there is also envy. In the eyes of Ana and Pedro, all fellow cleaning staff envied them.
In this connection Ana shared that even ‘the boss, himself, was telling me “Look, you
have a lot of culebras [snakes/snitches] around here [at work], that can't stand you”
[…] he [the manager] said, “don't talk with them anymore”’. Whether it was because
of this advice or out of their own conviction, the two chose to never spend time with
colleagues. Primarily, in order to be able to clean more rooms Ana and Pedro were
skipping breaks and therefore were also not seeing their fellow colleagues. Next to
the experienced divide between agency workers, there was an even bigger gap
between ‘regularly’ employed staff and the temporary agency workers, who were for
a matter of fact not temporary at all, just employed on more precarious basis. While,
for example, employees from the hotel were served food during lunch time, the
workers of the temporary work agency were not entitled to serve themselves at the
buffet. When chefs attempted to covertly hand out food to the temporary workers, the
management intervened. Even though it was their ‘choice’ to not take breaks and to
not invest more into overcome the perceived rivalry between co-workers, these
examples are emblematic of precarious working conditions.
I got the chance to see their agenda in which they noted the number of all
rooms they did per day. Most commonly they did around 35 to 45 rooms per day
together. To not lose their good position, Ana and Pedro mostly rested just one day
per week and did not go on vacation. Their fear was, if they would take off more days,
the rooms they needed would have been given to co-workers. In this context, Pedro
remarked:
Seriously they were going to hire [other cleaning staff]. That's what the boss
said, because I mean if we all wanted to rest - let’s say, six, seven or eight
days a month, for example. To cover all those breaks, of course, they would
have to get one or two more people, because if everyone wanted to rest this
is what would happen. But almost nobody wanted to rest that much because
of what I tell you. Because if you want eight days off per month, then you get
800 900 euros, because if you have eight days of work less. So we preferred
to work.
Next to their salary, they also collected the bottles with refundable deposit from
the rooms and regularly got tips from the suites. Considering that a room would earn
you 4 euros already, a small of tip and some deposit from bottle could make a
difference in their hourly salary, as Pedro explained.
For the employees of the temporary working agency, the effects of the
pandemic were particularly hard. Four out of ten contracts were terminated right at
the start of the pandemic. Ana and Pedro received short-term allowances during this
period and did not work at all during the first three months of the pandemic. When
they started again, it was only for a couple of days per month. The hotel accumulated
dirty rooms and from time to time called them in to clean them in one go. Being always
on standby the manager could call them the night before and order them to work the
next morning. Apart from having to stay at home all the time, the reduced wages
forced them to go into debt with their credit card. The few days they worked it was
also not possible to work harder and therefore earn more as due to the few days of
work they always stayed below the amount that they were anyways receiving due to
the short-term allowances. When tourism activities picked up speed again because
of the relaxation of Covid-19 measures, the workload increased drastically. The
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combination of fewer staff and high occupancy rates let them clean more than 1000
rooms per month with only a few days off. In parallel, somebody else got assigned to
cleaning the suites and rooms of staying guests. Ana and Pedro seemed to have lost
their ‘preferential’ treatment to another co-worker which Pedro explained like this:
We had a fixed floor upstairs [floor with all suites], I told you right? But the floors
actually don't belong to anyone, he [the manager] put them according to his
own preference. So, there was this other girl now on our corridor - the corridor
had 31 rooms. And then he would arrange the girl according to his whim,
where it was easier to work every day. You know what I mean? If on this side,
all rooms were Bleibe [rooms of staying guests] she was going to do the job
there – he put this girl on this side. But if the next day all Bleibe rooms were on
the other side, he changed her side and sent the other fools to this side.
Also, during this time there were incidences where the cleaned rooms did not
match the pay slip. When they requested vacation to go to Colombia, Ana and Pedro
were denied the right to go. It was this moment that they turned to a help organisation
that supported them in court. Due to their separate accountancy that they had made
about their working performance, they were able to make claim to some
compensation and they left the company while being granted the right to employment
benefits.
Now, since December 2021 both are unemployed and are taking courses to
learn German. The help organisation had organised some interviews with clinics to
be enabled to continue their profession as geriatric nurses. After more than three
hours of talking about very sensitive and emotional topics, two big cakes, Pedro
offered to drive us back to our hotel which we kindly refused and walked home.

5.4 Key themes in Ana and Pedros’ narratives
Breeding ground for envy
An aspect that was brought forward by Ana and Pedro themselves - and concurrently
could be found in various other passages when delving into the meaning of their
accounts - was envy. ‘Envy’ or strong resentment towards co-workers was more
pronounced than towards their management. Instead of mutual support and solidarity
among fellow employees, Pedro and Ana described their relationship with their coworkers to be divided and saw them as competitors rather than as colleagues.
Illustratively, at one point Pedro described why their co-workers envied them:
The problem is - I've had many jobs, and this practically happens in all jobs –
envy. Never is everyone going to be happy. There's always going to be one
person who is unhappy, even if there is nothing going wrong. There is always
envy. At the time, when we were still on good terms with the boss, she turned
50, she hosted a huge party here in Nuremberg. It was a huge party in a
ballroom with musicians, food, and everything… We were invited as guests
with our little girl and the others (the co-workers) were asked to come to the
party as well, but as servants, and then they were outraged. That's when it all
started, because they couldn't speak in front of us, because we were the
bosses' favourites and they couldn't speak to each other in front of us, but we
were not allowed to speak in front of them either. (interview, 2022)
Ana and Pedro stressed in multiple occasions that they enjoyed a special treatment
by the management in comparison to their fellow workers. The reason for this were
twofold. Firstly, as shown in the quote above they were enjoying a special bond with
their manager at the employment agency whom they knew personally through their
family network. Secondly, at the hotel, the housekeeping manager seemed to
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appreciate and ‘value’ Ana and Pedro’s hard work. Analysing the quote above, Pedro
normalises the sentiment of ‘envy’ in the context of work as it would always be part of
work life. I would like to challenge Pedro’s perception by pointing to the extent to
which envy, distrust and even hatred is ingrained in their working life. Other examples
from their stories show the arbitrariness and the severe impacts these have on their
experience and feelings.
Pedro: There's another problem, it’s about the tips. There are a lot of thieves
that are after the tips (in the hotel rooms) […] Normally, tips left in the rooms
are supposed to go to the cleaners - the ones that work in housekeeping. But
what happens? Everybody (employees) has a key in the hotel.
Ana: Tell them about the girl from the minibar and the note…
Pedro: Yes… But first the supervisors that check the rooms (to verify if the
rooms are well cleaned). They take the money, too. I had a lot of problems with
that because people are *** and stupid at the same time. I tell you why,
normally guests leave you a hand-written note, when they leave a tip. That’s
how it goes, they leave a note and give you some euros. What the stupid
people do: They take the money and leave the *** note. This is how I know for
sure somebody took the money but just left the note…
Ana: You're lucky when the girl from the minibar didn’t enter the room before
you do - she takes everything…
Pedro: You basically have to go through all rooms before them (other
employees) to get the tips. A German girl who was checking rooms was a ***.
She knew which guests already left so she went to all rooms before us to check
for tips.
Ana: To take everything…
Pedro: I always had to be on the lookout to see and check if they (other
employees) were entering the rooms before we cleaned. I once saw that ***
from the minibar taking it.
This sequence of the interview solely presents a small excerpt of all the allegations,
witnessed scams and experienced injustices they both shared when talking about
tips being stolen from them. Both got notably emotional talking about these
incidences. They repeatedly interrupted each other to share yet another incidence
and even used swear words when referring to their co-workers. Some examples they
brought up were based on a suspicion and yet other incidences they had witnessed
with their own eyes. It is beyond my ability and intention to judge whether these
allegations are true. However, what stuck with me - and the reason why this theme is
so relevant to for the analysis – was the way in which Ana and Pedro talked about
their co-workers and what this in turn tells us about what ‘work’ means to them.
Examining the interpersonal aspects of their narratives, it became evident how their
remarks about colleagues were continuously laced with envy and disaffection. The
deep disconnect that is shown in the example above is also observable in other
‘smaller’ examples. When asking about their relationship with any other co-workers
they also answered in the negative. Ana and Pedro instead talked about their choice
to not take breaks and, therefore, would also not have the opportunity to meet and
talk with other cleaners.
A final example that I would like to bring forward is emblematic of the
arbitrariness and temporality of the hard-won special position Ana and Pedro held.
While in the beginning it seemed that being on good terms with the boss would
guarantee for bearable working conditions, this changed towards the outbreak of the
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Covid-19 pandemic. Next to the general challenges faced in the wake the pandemic,
a new colleague increasingly received preferential treatment from the housekeeping
manager. Pedro maintained that this new colleague would have an affair with the
manager and would therefore enjoy ‘preferential’ treatment. The woman was now
assigned to rooms of staying guests and Ana and Pedro more and more had to clean
rooms of departed guests which - as explained earlier - take more time to clean.
Revisiting the introductory quote from Pedro about envy being an inevitable
component of working life, by means of these examples I would like to argue that it is
the precarious working conditions that presents a hotbed for such resentments rather
than work itself. Pedro seemed to have internalised the merciless competition in his
work showing no sign of empathy for people in the same position.
External labour
What are the circumstances allowing this to happen? Already during the interviews
with professionals from the field the problematic but widespread practice in the sector
to pay cleaners per room instead of worked hours was mentioned. This harsh and
competitive environment also exerts pressure on Ana and Pedro even though they
do not specifically mention it. Pedro described their situation as follows:
Our contract was for 40 hours, supposedly, but we worked more. These
contracts that these companies make: They say it's for 40 hours, but you don't
get paid by the hour, you get paid per room. […] At the beginning, they started
by giving us 8 or 10 rooms to each of us to clean. So, I told my boss that this
wouldn’t be enough for us. I can't do with just 10 rooms per day because I
can't live with that. I just can't afford it. […] if you do ten rooms you basically
lose the day. What you spend on fuel, or if you don't have a car on public
transport, it's 7 euros to go and come back. So, it's not worth it […] So, I told
my boss, ‘You guarantee us at least 15 rooms a day or we'll leave’. And she
didn't want us to leave because we cleaned well. So, the minimum we always
had was 15 rooms per person.
As we saw by means of the example that another woman took over their special
position, this guarantee was of temporary nature. Aside from this example, also other
incidences hinted at the pressure that was put onto them and how they dealt with it.
Due to the ‘guarantee’ that was given to them to always receive a minimum number
of rooms, Ana and Pedro were constantly concerned with ‘losing’ rooms to other
cleaners. Pedro puts it like this:
They asked us if we wanted to work or if we wanted them to hire more people.
And of course, we didn't want them to take more people, because if they would
take more people on the days when there was little work, there wouldn’t be
enough rooms for us to clean […] That's what the boss said, because I mean
if we all wanted to rest, for example, I mean, six, seven or eight days a month
to cover all those breaks, of course, they had to get one or two more people
[…] So we preferred to work.
Ana voiced a similar concern mentioning that being sick during that time was not an
option because even though she would receive money on sick leave, there would be
increased chances that they would lose their good position to other workers. A study
carried out in Spain investigates the meaning of envy among people who emigrated
from Bolivian in the Spanish context (Tapias & Escandell, 2011). The authors argue
that vis-à-vis extreme economic competition, ‘realities of migration force them (people
with Bolivian migration backgrounds) to be secretive, competitive and, occasionally,
ruthless’ (Tapias & Escandell, 2011, p. 91). Competition is a recurring theme in the
stories of Ana and Pedro who stress multiple times how they worked particularly hard
to be given the ‘privilege’ as they called it in order to be able to clean the suites on
the top floor and get assigned to clean more rooms. In summary, the closer look at
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envy in the accounts of Ana and Pedro revealed how the unpredictability of
managements' behaviour significantly reduces the possibility of collective action and
intra-group solidarity. Furthermore, it led to a strongly articulated rivalry among
colleagues instead of resentments towards the creators of these conditions. What
surprises is how a system of harsh economic conditions manages sow seeds of
division to a point that workers are convinced the colleagues are the root of all evil.
Still a women’s job
Careful readers surely noted that predominately Pedro’s views are reflected in this
chapter. During the interview, the contributions to the interview were unequally
distributed among the two. Pedro was mainly the one telling the stories. At one point
when they were talking at the same time he said, ‘Let me speak, my love. I talk and
you talk, they don't understand’. He was convinced that he could explain it in some
way better than Ana. In addition, it was interesting to see how Pedro made sense of
his role as male cleaner in a profession that is strongly gendered. Inquiring about the
gender balance at work, Ana shared that there were only two men working in the
cleaning department while Pedro added: ‘I worked with her because she was my
wife’. Furthermore, Ana noted how Pedro also had clear preferences:
Ana: Pedro did ONLY the rooms because he doesn't like toilets, he doesn't go
in the bathroom.
Pedro: She does the bathrooms; I do the rooms.
As reaction, the present interpreter, a Colombian friend of mine, commented that this
would be the same in his family. He noted that he was surprised how it was seemingly
‘easier’ for women to do this. Nobody at the table seemed to find this weird. Cleaning
is still women’s work – at least for them.

5.5 Reflecting on my oral history interviews: struggle and reward
In oral history interviews, or any other form of interview, the researcher’s agenda to
gather knowledge relevant to their project is likely to deviate from the agenda of the
interviewees and in some cases may even be completely different (Portelli, 2018).
Against this background, Portelli (2018) notes that an oral history interview is two
things at the same time: a research endeavour aiming to solve a specific scientific
problem, and a space for personal narratives. It is important understand that the
narrative evolves around the interviewees’ desire to be heard and talk about
themselves and the researcher’s flexibility is required to be open for the interviewee’s
agenda and adapt accordingly.
At first, this presented a challenge for me. I felt like the two interviews could
not have been more different and disjointed. On the one hand, the very talkative
Aleksandra who got most excited talking about her youth in the Soviet Union or
sharing stories about how she supported her relatives to overcome bureaucratic
obstacles in the German society. On the other hand, the story of Ana and Pedro who
without further ado unloaded their frustration about their work as hotel cleaners. After
multiple times of working through and revising the codes of my transcripts, I came to
appreciate the diversity between the different experiences and found meaning in
relation to the greater context. In retrospect, both stories were equally valuable and
suitable for my project. It was just about obtaining the flexibility to let go of my own
meaning and follow along the narrative of the interviewee to be open to real new
learnings. Aleksandra’s narrative went way beyond her work experience during the
Covid-19 crisis, which was something I was generally interested in. However, I was
surprised by the number of stories that were not ‘central’ to my initial research
problem. Nonetheless, the ample coverage of her migration story and previous work
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experiences in the hotel industry equally elucidated her current relationship with her
work. Ana and Pedro, in contrast, were not eager to talk extensively about the
seemingly ‘distant’ past. Their focus was understandably on the pressing issues of
the ‘present’ or the recent past - the struggles they just had been through and the
challenges ahead to earn a living for the family. Despite providing less context than
Aleksandra, their stories contained rich insights about their relation to their work. In
that way, even though the course and content of the interviews were so different both
provided insights about their shared profession, their perception of it and how
different structural forces seemed to have shaped their very different experiences.
This is not to say everything was perfect and nothing could have been
improved. For instance, the fact that I had to work with an interpreter led to some
misunderstandings and oftentimes disturbed the interviewees’ flow of speech. At the
same time, I was not able to probe at the ‘right’ moments and was frequently not
understanding all the details of the story. Another factor that rendered the situation
more complicated was that, even though I had extensively briefed the interpreter
beforehand, he was not as familiar with the context and hotel work as I was. This
resulted in a few miscommunications which were only discovered throughout the
translation process of the interviews. When it comes to my interview with Aleksandra,
it presented a challenge for me to intervene at times to inquire the meaning of certain
events that she talked about. Her descriptions and stories were flowing into each
other without the possibility for me to ask probing questions. I am certain that, with
more practice, even thicker descriptions and interpretations can be derived from
similar oral history interviews. In this regard, a second or even third interview would
most likely have enriched the outcomes of this research.
The ‘good’ thing, however, is that the declared goal of oral history - and hence
also of my project - is to build a bridge and to reopen a dialogue between two different
groups of people that, due to developments in our society, hardly ever talk to one
another. Thus, there is inevitably an essential gap and inequality between me - the
researcher - and the interviewee. Against this backdrop, the understanding for each
other’s very different positions is limited and, thus, not always easy to bridge and
never occurs without facing a lack of comprehension and certainly also discomfort
(Portelli, 2018).

5.5 Aleksandra, Ana and Pedros’ stories in the bigger picture
After detailed examination of Aleksandra, Ana and Pedro’s stories, it is time to embed
these personal stories in the greater context. Cleaning work and its associated
personnel are de facto seldom the focus of academic endeavours, and the working
conditions are not a particularly prominent topic in the public debate (Sarosi, 2017).
The same goes for the German context in which only scattered research efforts have
been made in ‘recent’ years (i.a. Kuhn, 2019; Vanselow, 2006, 2008). To not let the
stories presented above exist in a vacuum, this section draws together relevant
research findings from the field that help to further explain the experiences and, after
zooming in, these experiences shall be related to broader debates. In view of the
limited amount of context specific research in this area, nine additional interviews
were conducted with a variety of competent professionals which simultaneously
provides explanations into why and through which processes this part of the labour
market is largely rendered ‘invisible’. The following section is structured along five
guiding themes, namely: ‘working conditions: outsourcing and averting the gaze’, ‘the
effects of Covid-19’, ‘workers with migration backgrounds at the margins of society’,
‘unions’ absence: cleaners between areas of responsibility’, and lastly ‘underresearched field of work’.

5.6 Working conditions: outsourcing and averting the gaze
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Working conditions in housekeeping are generally characterised by their physically
and psychologically demanding nature. Against this backdrop, a handful of research
projects have been dedicated to examining health and safety risks of housekeeping
work (e.g. Hatzudis, 2014; Lundberg & Karlsson, 2011; Moriarity, 2006; Sarosi, 2017).
Changing oversized beds, carrying all kinds of equipment and cleaning bathrooms
at high speed and frequency require physical strength and endurance. According to
a study conducted by Moriarity (2006), hotel cleaners changes their body position
every three seconds assuming a total of 8000 different body postures throughout an
average shift. Aleksandra’s stories coincide with these findings. The work-related
accidents and long-term health complaints that she reported throughout the interview
made up a significant part of her the stories – even though she was continuously
downplaying the physicality of her job. Next to the physicality, also substantial time
pressure was reported by hotel cleaning staff in a study conducted by Hsieh et al.
(2016). Time pressure for hotel cleaners was found to be mainly caused by
particularly dirty rooms, late check-outs and early check-ins all of which are out of the
cleaners’ area of influence (Hsieh et al., 2016). On top of that, housekeepers are also
exposed to noxious chemicals through the constant use of cleaning products for their
daily work (Hsieh et al., 2013). The combination of performance pressure with the
physical loads and workplace hazards result in one of the highest injury rates among
all groups of hospitality workers (Sarosi, 2017). In this connection, Sarosi (2017) notes
that housekeepers face increased risks of obtaining lasting injuries which, in turn,
may force workers to leave the job prematurely. Kerstin Guhlemann, an expert on
working conditions in the hospitality industry whom I interviewed, confirmed these
observations for the German context. She added that one of her recent studies
tapped into the same issue, showing that workers are overstrained, due to immense
time pressure and physical exertion (unpublished work). This comparative work
which looks at different groups within hotels also showed that hotel cleaners reported
more frequently health complaints, pain in the legs or joints, back pain, and overall
physical exhaustion. These results are thus consistent with the findings outside the
German context and in particular the experience of Aleksandra. Ana and Pedro
shared the fact that working in pairs made the work easier as they could move heavy
objects with the two of them. Furthermore, they did not experience any work-related
accidents and also did not any other health complaints. Certainly, the fact that they
were still significantly younger than Aleksandra and also the time working is this
segment was less than one-third as long. A factor that significantly contributed to the
worsening of the working conditions in the field is the externalisation of labour (Sarosi,
2017). Already in 2006, Vanselow (2006) observed that in Germany the working
conditions of hotel cleaners had worsened in correlation with the increased reliance
of hotels on cleaners from temporary work agencies. This observation was confirmed
by migrant workers’ advisor Monika Fijarczyk who, during our interview, added that
this trend was unlike the general amelioration of working conditions that she noticed
in cleaning segment at large – mainly due to successes of the trade unions in
collective agreements for this segment.
There are no concrete number about the extent to which hotels in Germany
rely on external labour in their housekeeping operations. However, talking to
representatives of NGG - the union for the food, beverages, and the hospitality sector
- on federal and regional level, it became apparent that most hotels externalise their
cleaning duties. Despite being the union responsible for hotel employees, upon
requests the NGG consistently referred to the IG BAU - the labour union for cleaning
staff. Turning towards representatives of IG BAU, interviewed unionists estimated that
more than 80% of all larger hotels would work at least partially with temporary staff in
the cleaning staff. While Aleksandra was working as a permanent employee, also her
employer worked with three temporary employment agencies next to their permanent
cleaning staff. Union representatives from the IG BAU stressed that there are rules in
place for equal treatment of temporary workers, as well as binding collective wages
including surcharges for overtime and Sunday/general holidays. However, the
unionists themselves as well as a hotel manager from a five-star hotel in Germany
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reported that the non-compliance with the regulations is rather the rule than the
exception. Ana and Pedro’s case (already described previously) presents an
alarming confirmation of the violation of such rules in practice. The Industry expert
Vanselow whom I interviewed stated that in a situation in which, as a matter of fact,
two parties are responsible for the well-being of the workers, too often neither of the
parties actually do assume responsibility for their well-being. The interviewed
housekeeping manager claimed that even though he tried to find ‘better’ temporary
work agencies there were just no other options to choose from. This conflicts with
reports from unionists Damerow and Müller who claimed during the interview that
cleaning companies with a greater focus on working conditions were – quite the
opposite - struggling to find hotels as customers. This situation corresponds with the
assessment of , that parties involved are primarily concerned with passing the buck
instead of together assuming responsibility for the cleaners.
Berchter (2019), a lawyer who has represented cleaners in court, explains that a
central issue is that hotels pay temporary work agencies commonly per cleaned
room. This performance-based model is passed onto the shoulders of the workers
whose wages depend on the number of cleaned rooms per shift and not per worked
hours. A practice that causes multi-dimensional problems as shown by the stories of
Ana and Pedro. Severe competition, performance pressure and no periods of
adequate rest present some of the problems that arose from these practices. Besides
these evidently illegal practices, other common practices to ‘legally’ circumvent
binding collective agreement for cleaning firms are illustratively outlined by a unionist
of the IG BAU:
They (temporary work agencies) say, ‘Well, we're not a cleaning company, we
also do room service and that's why we don't fall under the collective
agreements for cleaners, because we don't do more than 50 per cent of
cleaning.’ They tried to prove that to us once by stating that they must fill the
minibar fridges amongst other tasks just so that they don't reach the 50 per
cent.
An advisor from a migrant workers’ centre was confronted with similar incidences and
explained that ‘if the company is a general temporary employment agency and only
cleans amongst providing other services, then they are not obliged to pay the
collective wage for the cleaning industry’. The relatively high binding collective wage
agreements for cleaning companies are thereby circumvented. Another report from
the same advisor goes even further referring to - exaggerating slightly - ‘mafia-like’
practices. She explained:
They play ping-pong with people from one company to another, and they make
sure that cleaners always stay on probation. So, they are easily terminable.
And if they come to me, I can't help either. In the probationary period, a
dismissal doesn't have to be reasoned.
What she is referring to is a sort of network of cleaning companies that supposedly
terminate contracts of their agency workers just before the end of the probation
period. In this way workforce is being interchanged among cooperating cleaning
companies to keep a maximum of flexibility by not providing longer term-contracts
with accompanying employment securities. While one would hope that these are
solely individual cases, four other research participants from other areas in Germany
shared similar observations. Only one out of five interviewees that were in direct
contact with hotel cleaners themselves as part of their daily work (migrant workers’
advisors and unionists) had not been working confronted with similar cases. It is in
this area, in particular, that no scientific investigations have been carried out. Solely
in some isolated cases, journalists have made public some of the cases
(Arbeitsunrechtindeutschland, 2016; Eichhorst, 2007; Frontal 21, 2009; Menkens,
2017) that, in the opinion of migrant workers’ advisors and unionists, are far from
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being isolated cases. Against this backdrop, one might wonder why hotels participate
in such dubious employment agreements. The interviewed housekeeping manager
also shared this concern on a general level, while attempting to justify the
employment structures by claiming that he personally would try his utmost to
overcome the separation between full-time and agency workers. In the end, he stated
that the flexibility of being able to add or take off people from the schedule the day
before and only paying for the amount of work that is needed that day would be an
unbeatable argument.
In smaller-sized hotels, unionists claimed during the interviews that hotel
owners would less often work with temporary work agencies but rather with smallscale employment – the earlier outlined Minijobs. These observations are consistent
with those of the interviewed industry experts Krüger and Guhlemann. Minijobs – an
intended steppingstone into the labour market – are limited to earnings of €450 per
month. According to unionists, in practice employers would commonly pay overtime
under the table in cash. This, in turn, might even be desired by employees. However,
unionists caution that, due to no termination protection and no social security
contributions, this type of employment is predestined to lead to old-age poverty and
is vulnerable to crisis. The scenario depicted by Aleksandra, showed how she during
a previous job waited in vain for being offered a permanent contract.
Altogether, it is not only a physically and psychologically demanding job, but
it also comes with an increased risked of exploitative employment practices. In the
face of harsh economic competition and profitability, hotels’ primary goal is to remain
‘flexible’. With this in mind, hotels commonly outsource labour responsibilities and
avert their gaze from pressing labour issues.

5.7 Female (& male) workers with migration backgrounds
Both the stories of Aleksandra, Ana and Pedro as well as the interview with the
housekeeping manager displayed the great imbalances that exists in relation to
migration background and gender ratios. Attempting to further concretize these
observations, one will quickly come to the realisation that representative data about
this specific hotel department are quasi non-existent. For the hotel industry on the
whole, Krüger and Guhlemann (2018) note that the industry employs more women
and people with a migration background than most other sectors in Germany. For the
hotel cleaning segment, interviewed migrant workers’ advisors shared that the largest
group would be women from eastern EU-countries, namely Rumania, Poland, Czech
Republic, and Slovakia. Furthermore, they claimed that male workers in the segment
come predominantly from non-EU countries. Temporary employment agencies and
smaller hotels that are continuously looking for staff – due to high turnover rates
(Schlote-Sautter et al., 2018) - provide people with relatively easy access to the labour
market. Migrant workers’ advisors highlighted during the interviews how individuals
who recently migrated oftentimes face challenges to get their qualifications approved
in the highly bureaucratic German system. A phenomenon that was reflected in both
stories by Aleksandra who was not able to take on a similar supervising role and Ana
and Pedro who were not able to carry out their profession as geriatric nurses. For a
nuanced representation of the findings it shall be noted at this point that language
barrier that presents a significant obstacle to build on previously obtained
professional qualifications, which was the case for all three of them.
In the east of Germany at the border to Czech Republic and Poland, mobile
workers also travel and live in between countries as a unionist representatives Bartels
and Bullin from eastern Germany asserted. According to their investigations,
temporary work agencies actively recruit people in eastern European countries and
in light of generally lower wage structures in these countries the offers are generally
well received. Nonetheless, it is particularly in these constellations that companies
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stretch the bounds of legality to circumvent national minimum wage, capitalizing on
the unknowingness and indigence of foreign workers as claimed by all interviewed
migrant workers’ advisors and unionists. Migrant workers’ advisor Guia, in this
connection, stressed that those who do not speak the German language are most
vulnerable to exploitative practices, as even for native speakers the highly
bureaucratic and formalized labour system in Germany can be a challenge.
Furthermore, in many cases the unfamiliarity with the legal system is another
challenge, in particular for those coming outside the EU as stated by Rohleder.
Questions such as ‘What are my rights as an employee and where to go for help’ too
many times remain unanswered questions, suggested Rohleder during the interview.
There is a network of help organisations for EU citizens as well as non-EU citizens.
The challenge is to know where to find them. A lot goes by word of mouth as all
migrant workers’ advisors confirmed. As the workers’ advisory offices provide support
in various languages, it is not the language barrier that keeps people from seeking
help but rather a general unawareness of social support structures for workers in
need. Next to that, migrant workers’ advisor Rohleder added to this:
The more people can afford to claim their rights, the more likely they are to
seek counselling. I have often seen that people come and get advice, but then
they don’t dare to act.
This is a crucial point to understand as also the other two advisors stated that people
who are more vulnerable to lose their employment are also more hesitant to seek
support and speak up as claimed by Fijarczyk and Guia. For people who immigrated
and whose residency permit is linked to possessing a job find themselves in
particularly vulnerable situations in this regard. In view of this, Rohleder made an
important note:
I sometimes see people who are very capable of suffering and who will do
anything not to lose their job. It's really sad to see and they say, ‘hope dies in
the end’. They don't get paid for three months, they don't know how to pay for
their food, but they still hope that the employer will pay them.
It is important to note that these observations are not to be generalised. Experiences
in relation to migration and work are varied and depend on a multitude of factors.
Nonetheless, these reports predominantly from migrant workers’ advisors and
unionist play an increased role in the scope of this study. Notably, with view to the
mentioned reluctance to share when being in precarious employment relationship is
an aspect that plays a salient role.

5.8 Covid-19 pandemic: effects on precarious employment
In terms of different forms of employment and the effects of the pandemic, it
has been found that undeclared work and small-scale employment (i.e. Minijobs)
were hit hardest by the pandemic (Schulten, 2020). While in Germany there was a
right to retrieve Kurzarbeitergeld for ‘regularly’ employed workers (as described
earlier), people with Minijobs were not granted the same right. Interviewed industry
experts and unionists asserted that in the hotel sector this led to many job losses and
workers having to retrieve Hartz IV – the lowest level of unemployment benefits. The
process to request employment benefits was eased in the wake of the crisis, however,
with the closure of many support social structures and the relocation of such support
services to the online environment left those in need of support on physical locations
in the cold. A migrant workers’ advisor also highlighted how the strict deadlines to be
able to retrieve aid posed problems to many less well-informed workers with a
migration backgrounds.
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Migrant workers’ centres reported increased numbers of inquiries regarding

Kurzarbeitergeld and timely terminations. People in employment agencies were

oftentimes fired if the contract constellation allowed for it as the housekeeping
manager and Guia shared. The housekeeping manager reported that none of the
temporary cleaners who worked at the hotel prior to the first lockdown returned
afterwards – all had lost their jobs. Employees who lost their jobs during the first six
months of their contract could not be helped by migrant workers’ advisors, as they
were not eligible to receive governmental support. However, even for people that
were ‘entitled’ to receive Kurzarbeitergeld, the 60 percent of their base salary
presented oftentimes too little money to get by considering the low wages in the field.
On top of that, Fijarczyk noted that temporary agency workers were commonly placed
on standby duty in case of spontaneous requests. At the same time, regardless of
the constant and required availability of employees, vacation days were deducted in
correlation to the days not worked due to being in Kurzarbeit.
According to the observations of unionists and migrant workers’ advisors, EU
citizens oftentimes chose to leave Germany in the wake of the Covid-19 outbreak.
Subsequently, the migrant workers’ advisors reported to have lost contact with their
advice-seeking workers, resulting in many unanswered questions about peoples’
current situation and if they returned to Germany at all. For people who emigrated
from non-EU countries this was not an option, especially considering the strict travel
restrictions. But also cross-border commuters were in some cases drastically
affected by the closure of borders as highlighted by the unionist interviewed from
eastern Germany.
For those who returned to work, the workload increased due to austerity
measures taken by hotels in the midst of the pandemic, the housekeeping manager
noted. Additionally, heightened standards of cleanliness and lengthy disinfection
processes were added to the already tight schedules of hotel cleaning staff.
Furthermore, in the course of the interview, the housekeeping manager mentioned
that due to the physicality of the job, cleaners who had been exposed to the virus
repeatedly suffered from long Covid-19 symptoms, making the work more
exhausting.
Generally, unionists claimed that forced by the closure of many hotels, workers
looked for alternative employment. It remains to be seen whether the general
precarisation that usually goes along such a crisis will enlarge the pool of people in
desperate need for work, or whether the shortage of hotel employees willing to work
under these conditions will force hotels to invest in better working conditions. I would
like to close this section with the words of Kuhn who during the interview expressed
his hopeful thoughts for this segment:
[…] then suddenly it starts again and then you notice that they (hotel workers)
don't return that quickly. They are now in other places and somehow, one
could say, this well-oiled machine that has always functioned - and in a way,
you don't question its conditions anymore - has now come to a standstill. Like
a lot of things during the pandemic, but that is now suddenly becoming visible
or noticeable – at least hopefully.

5.9 Gap in research
Critical engagement with the working conditions of hotel cleaners in the German
context is scarce (Kuhn, 2019). Research conducted in 2018 investigating the
working conditions in the hospitality industry touches upon the cleaning departments
just marginally (Krüger & Guhlemann). In view of this, one of the questions that I asked
during the ‘second-opinion’ interviews was for what reason does there seem to be a
blind spot in this area of research? In an interview with one of the authors of the
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aforementioned study on the working conditions in German hotels, Guhlemann
elucidated her point of view. Despite her general interest and perceived relevance of
this field, she outlined how her focus for research projects also strongly depended
on the availability of third-party funding. In this connection she stated:
You can't do whatever you want, of course there are usually few restrictions in
terms of content, but you always have to see what will get funded […] Most of
the calls for proposals come from the Federal Ministry, which has recently
been led by the CDU (liberal-conservative party), and now the Federal Ministry
of Education and Research is led by the FDP (liberal party). So, the calls for
proposals are generally not for research on humane working conditions.
This example shows how political parties in charge of relevant ministries promote
neo-liberal research agendas to push for growth rather than a critical engagement
with Germany’s inflated low-wage segment. Additionally, she brought forward that
also economic enterprises with their very personal research interests now made up a
significant part of the funding available for research projects. These reports are
consistent with the during the interview shared descriptions of Vanselow. In a paper,
Vanselow (2006) had examined the world of work of hotel cleaners in the midst of a
mass tourism event – the FIFA World Cup 2006 in Germany. As part of the interview,
he shared that after his investigation into the working conditions of hotel cleaners, he
considered pursuing a career in this field and in this connection, write his PhD thesis
about the topic. Talking to fellow academics about why there was so little research
conducted in this area they answered,
There is so little (written) because you can't become anything with this subject.
So, if you want to become a sociologist (in Germany), you better go into the
automotive industry or some other industrial sector. There you can make a
career, but if you do research on the working conditions of people in hotel
housekeeping, you won't become anything.
These reports do not show labour and social research institutes in a very favourable
light, nevertheless, it connects to a larger debate about the neoliberal turn in
academia. Exemplarily, Naidoo and Williams (2015) caution how this development
has impact on the important role of higher education to provide critical understanding
of the relationship between economic growth and social equity. In the German
context, Loher and Strasser (2019) observe how particularly young academics have
limited academic freedom.
Guhlemann, during the interview, reflected on her most recent research project
investigating the effects of Covid-19 on the workers in the hospitality industry. On that
note, she stated:
In fact, we didn't really pay attention to them (cleaners) in our project, because
we thought […] we'll just look at the permanent employees, the classic
professions in the hospitality industry, because you have enough to do when
you do that […] I get the feeling that people don't really want to look at it,
because you probably won't get very far either.
This statement equates to a surrender vis-à-vis particularly precarious working
conditions and is quite shattering. In the context of my overall impression during the
interview, this statement was not said with indifference, but rather framed as a selfcritical confession. An observation that was also made by Kuhn who in his culturalanthropological analysis drew parallels between the theory of dirty work and peoples’
- and apparently also researchers’ – sense of shame when it comes to this topic.
Altogether, the remarks of all there researchers illustrate how and to some extent also
why this segment remains largely invisible from an academic perspective.
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5.10 Labour unions
In general, the hotel industry presents low-levels of union density as labour market
researcher Guhlemann claimed during the interview. ‘They have one of the lowest
levels of organisation of all the unions […] because of course there are a lot of small
businesses in the hospitality industry’, she stated. As part of an interview on the
website of the NGG, Zeitler (2018), current chairman of the department for hospitality,
admitted that in the hotel segment employees face increased resistance of their
employees to form work councils when compared to other sectors. Interestingly, the
general tenor among representatives of NGG is that the cleaning of hotels was
outside their sphere of influence and collectively referred my interview requests to the
IG BAU, a union that is, amongst others, responsible for the facility cleaning sector.
Even though, as previously highlighted, most labour in hotel housekeeping is being
externalised, there are still cleaners that are employed directly with the hotels and
therefore for a matter of fact would belong to the NGG. This paints a similar picture
as the answers of industry researchers. Although, I do not want to allege that either
of these parties do not care enough, my analysis shows how the issue sits beyond
their perceived capability to exert influence. During the interviews with the IG BAU,
different unionists stressed how the low density of works councils within hotels proved
to be particularly challenging in comparison to other industry sectors. In this
connection, Bullin commented during the interview:
It is indeed a special hotel problem. We don't have these problems in the other
areas of the cleaning industry because in these areas we are able to act
together with our colleagues in the direction of the works councils.
Another explanation for the low levels of organisation in the segment was
added by IG BAU interview participant Bartels who stated, ‘In the case of eastern
European workers it also has to do with the history of trade unions. There, unions had
a somewhat different role, a more state-supporting role than it was the case in
Germany’. This is in line with the findings of a research investigation that captured
widespread scepticism for civil and political institutions among Eastern European
populations (Mishler & Rose, 1997). In the analysis, the researchers see the close
entanglement of social entities with the state apparatus in the Communist System as
central aspect for widespread scepticism (Mishler & Rose, 1997). However, even in
the case that workers are not historically sceptical of labour unions, there are further
important aspects that play a role. For example, the fact labour market entrants are
sufficiently informed about the existence and function of such organisations. At the
same time, employers are reported to capitalize on the unfamiliarity with the system
and categorically prohibit workers with migration backgrounds to join a labour union.
A clear and alarming signal when employees are denied the access to, amongst
others, legal assistance when it comes to labour rights. Also representatives from
migrant workers’ organisations said that they oftentimes referred people seeking
advice to unions for legal protection, yet they rarely made this step. According to
Rohleder, this is an expression of the particularly precarious positions in which people
from this segment. A further point was mentioned by Kuhn who added during the
interview:
These trade union logics are not necessarily compatible with the realities of life
of these people who have this profession […] These are often not established
professions where one says, ‘I am a qualified specialist’, like it is the case for
example in the steel industry. Rather, these are very difficult intermediate areas
and often marked by temporality. Traditional trade union logics often don't
work in these fields.
This example shows how the strict organisations of labour unions along industry
sector and the increasingly variable career paths leave many individuals
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unrepresented by unions. By and large, there are numerous reasons for why German
labour unions fail to protect the workers in the cleaning departments of hotels. In the
final chapter following this results section, I will draw together the findings and put
them into conversation with the theory that guided this investigation to close with
some concluding thoughts.

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
In summarising the initial problem statement, the severe effects the Covid-19
pandemic had on the travel industry only reinforced the need for increased attention
by academics and society at large to the lived realities of the numerous workers in
the tourism industry. Indeed, compared with the substantial body of research on
tourism economics and tourism-related environmental concerns, tourism workers are
seldom at the centre of academic investigations (Ladkin, 2011). Apart from this,
mostly outside the realm of tourism research, academics have shown increased
interest in analysing processes that relate to the ‘precarization’ of work, notably since
2010 (Paret & Gleeson, 2016). Tourism work in general, but hotel cleaning in
particular, fit particularly well into such depictions of ‘precarious’ work. Next to that,
cleaning work as a profession presents a field where social stigmatisation through
the framing of 'dirty' work, and issues related to gender, race, and class intersect and
shape realities at work (Cox, 2016). Altogether, these complex and intersecting forms
of discrimination and the lack of scientific research into hotel cleaning work
underscore the importance of in-depth investigations into this area of the labour
market. Therefore, the present study has sought to delve beneath generalising
observations at a macro-level and enrich our understandings of hotel cleaners' lived
realities. Through personal stories of hotel cleaners who have been pushed to the
margins of the German labour market, power structures were elucidated and
challenged from a different angle. All of this was done in conjunction with substantial
efforts put into outlining the context of cleaning work in the German hotel industry about which only scarce information was available. From examining three oral
histories of hotel cleaners, the study offers insights into how hotel cleaners construct
meaning in relation to their profession and how they navigate structures of power.
Based on the above, the following research question was formulated and shall be
answered in this chapter:
What can we learn from the ‘little stories’ of people with migration backgrounds
- who have been working as hotel cleaners before and during the pandemic in
German hotels - about the structures of power that shape the current world of
work?
To answer this question, I put the main findings from the previous section into
conversation with the main concepts outlined in the literature review. In this way, I
show how the findings relate to, illustrate or potentially rebut theories at play in the
German labour market.
One of the key concepts at the centre of this investigation is precarity. The
notion of precarity presents a widely debated and contested concept in the realm of
sociological research (Millar, 2017). As stated by Paret and Gleeson (2016), the many
works concerning this concept can be roughly divided into two distinct strands of
research. On the one hand, the more prominent understanding of precarity as an
analytical lens to uncover and denounce worsening labour conditions in the wake of
'unleashed' global capitalism (e.g., Standing, 2011), and on the other hand, precarity
as a relational approach stressing humans' shared vulnerability more broadly (Butler,
2004). While precarity as a labour condition presents first and foremost a critique of
capitalism, precarity as ontological experience offers avenues for foregrounding
humans' relatedness as a way to overcome socially enforced inequalities. In line with
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the argumentation of Paret and Gleeson (2016), I contended previously that instead
of rebutting one or the other definition, both yield their distinct value and are therefore
applied alongside one another.
Bringing the first strand of research, namely precarity as a labour condition,
into conversation with the findings of this study, the first question that inevitably arises
is: How did the personal stories of Aleksandra, Ana and Pedro (all of which worked

as hotel cleaners in German hotels before and during the pandemic) fit into the
depiction of growing precarity? - a viewpoint most famously represented by Guy

Standing (2011, 2014, 2018). The short answer is that they fit alarmingly well. In the
stories of Aleksandra, the 15 years which preceded her current permanent
employment contract were most noticeably marked by precarious working
circumstances. Fittingly, working as a hotel cleaner at a newly opened hotel just after
arriving in Germany, her employment contract was terminated after six years and
replaced by a temporary work agency. Aleksandra's contract also got terminated at
another hotel while being on probation because of a work-related accident during
which she broke her arm. Her following form of employment was a Minijob - limiting
her earnings to a monthly salary of €450 – and, though promised by her employer,
this form of marginal employment never led to a permanent contract. These small
extracts present what is most commonly considered 'precarious' in the context of
work - namely, the labour contract. However, the labour contract is merely one of the
seven labour-related securities that Standing (2011) deploys to define precarity. With
regard to her 15 years on a permanent contract with her current employer,
employment security is arguably given. However, analysing her experiences,
Aleksandra still lacks four out of seven labour-related securities: representation
security, skill reproduction security, and work and job security. Given the general
'invisibility' of the entire segment on the macro-level confirmed by unionists,
academics and migrant workers' advisors, representation security is quasi nonexistent. Also, there was no representation of Aleksandra's interests on the microlevel as she shared that there was no workers' council at her hotel. Skill reproduction
security refers to the opportunity of obtaining new skills at work. Nevertheless,
throughout the 15 years, her employer did not invest in providing her with the
opportunity to develop her skillset further. Long-term injuries such as carpal tunnel
syndrome (a common injury among hotel cleaners) and workplace hazards - such as
an iron bar that fell on her arm at work - are emblematic of low levels of work security.
Lastly, job security was also not provided as it involves chances for upward mobility.
Even though she was lured by the promise to one day become a housekeeping
supervisor after 15 years, it still did not turn out true.
Nevertheless, it shall be noted that Aleksandra did not view her situation as
'precarious' herself (at least, not explicitly). When talking about work-related
hardships such as injuries or extreme physical exertion, these incidences were
always relativized through other past experiences that were more severe. She
repeatedly referred to friends and family members who had suffered more than she
did in other situations. This way of coping with the various demanding situations
suggests that she would be well-off. Against the backdrop of other terrible stories,
she portrays herself as fortunate and renders her own experiences as not being grief
worthy. At the same time, Aleksandra also remarked that she had been working like
a 'slave' all her life. While she repeatedly told stories that conveyed an image of a
very resistant and frugal woman, statements like, 'I've always been working like a
slave' and 'Oh my God, I should have done something else [with regard to choosing
a different job]', show that there is at least some kind of acknowledgement that she
has been exposed to unfavourable and unequal conditions. In sum, I observed that
Aleksandra 'chose' to look at the bright side of life and not rebel against the
circumstances. Even though being well aware that she has been disadvantaged in
many ways, she has internalized and accepted the hierarchies that shape her lived
realities at work.
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In contrast to Aleksandra, Ana and Pedro had only worked for one employer
in the German hotel industry. Therefore, their stories are limited to a period of four
years. The fact that Ana and Pedro were employed in a way that did not conform with
German labour law already should be seen as a 'red flag'. Being paid per cleaned
room instead of per hour presents an illegal practice in Germany. Consequently, the
two were reluctant to take days off or call in sick. They were concerned that new
cleaners would be hired and the number of rooms they were usually given could be
decreased. In the preceding paragraph, I showed that even if employers comply with
German labour law, workers are still faced with precarious conditions. In the scenario
that not even this bare minimum of governmental labour protection is provided,
experiences of precarity significantly are aggravated. The results derived from
'second-opinion' interviews with competent professionals suggest that even though
no concrete numbers exist, such illegal practices present a structural problem.
Therefore, these findings underscore the urgency of public awareness about these
issues and, secondly, call for action at the state and employer levels. Irrespective of
the undeniable hardships, Pedro stated that initially, they were satisfied with this
performance-based solution which allowed them to earn more when compared to
their previous earnings in Spain. However, the ensuing stories of Ana and Pedro laid
bare the accompanying vulnerability of workers and the extreme competition and
deep-seated mistrust between co-workers that come with such employment.
Although Pedro stated that he was initially better off with the more flexible hours and
increased earnings, it is vital to place this in the larger context. Ana and Pedro were
struggling to make a living in Spain and were, therefore, understandably happy with
their improved financial situation. Nevertheless, these circumstances do not justify
exploitative employment practices that were made visible later, particularly with the
'help' of Covid-19.
As highlighted in the literature review, crises negatively influence those in
already precarious employment positions (Benach et al., 2014). Therefore, it is no
surprise that the Covid-19 pandemic has exerted a significant influence on
experiences of precarity in this segment as well. Based on the above findings
associated with the Covid-19 crisis, it became apparent how the pandemic affected
Aleksandra, Ana and Pedro in very different ways. On the one hand, Aleksandra
primarily bemoaned restrictions that had impacted her freedom to travel and her
ability to visit friends and relatives. On the other hand, Ana and Pedro faced increased
pressure at work, worsening working conditions, and substantial financial concerns
while, ultimately, losing their employment in the course of events. Whereas
Aleksandra had the 'backing' of her employer, who topped up governmental aid
during the lockdown, for Ana and Pedro, the crisis led to the aggravation of
precarious working conditions escalating into existential trouble. In line with scientific
observations, focussing on the intersection of crises and processes of precarization
(Benach et al., 2014), the stories of Ana and Pedro present a vivid example of how
such observations assume shape. 'Identical' work led to two blatantly different
conclusions in the wake of the pandemic. As temporary agency workers, Ana and
Pedro, who made a liveable life through 'backbreaking' work and a 'well-disposed'
(at least temporarily) employer, were struck hardest by the pandemic. Therefore, the
pandemic showed how the widespread reliance on temporary employment agencies
is an aspect that should receive specific attention.
Next to responding to the question about how the stories of three hotel
cleaners shed light on power structures in play, ‘second-opinion’ interviews with
unionists, academics, migrant workers’ advisors, and a hotel manager provided some
plausible explanations for how these experiences of precarity arise in this specific
context. Firstly, unionists and migrant workers’ advisors stressed that many temporary
employment agencies circumvent collective bargaining agreements by providing an
array of different services so that they do not fall into the relatively high collective
wage brackets for cleaning firms. Other firms take advantage of the minor public
attention when it comes to ‘illegal’ practices in the cleaning sector, such as paying
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per number of rooms instead by the hour, as was the case for Ana and Pedro.
Furthermore, the low levels of unionisation, particularly in the hotel segment, present
another problem. In the German context, cleaners are situated between areas of
responsibility of NGG and IG BAU - the two labour unions for cleaning and hospitality
workers, respectively. Matters are further complicated because the many workers
with migration backgrounds from eastern European countries are generally more
sceptical of unions, and frequently employers are reported to threaten workers with
dismissal if they were to join a union. A sign of hope lies in the migrant workers’ offices
that are union-funded but do not require membership in order to be able to give
support. With the help of such an organisation, Ana and Pedro also found support to
sue their employer. Another aspect that was found to contribute to the ‘invisibility’ of
this segment is the fact that academic researchers lack funding for researching these
themes. Multiple scholars interviewed confirmed that getting public funding for this
kind of research was nearly impossible, and funding from companies would generally
not be an option in this case.
In sum, applying precarity - understood as a theoretical lens to study and
denounce worsening labour conditions - to a segment that has largely been ignored
is of undeniable importance and added value. Nevertheless, there is more to it than
just looking at precarious work. In this connection, precarity has also been critiqued
for its centrality on work and market mechanisms alone (Millar, 2017). It has been
argued that this obscures the many other aspects and categories that shape realities
at work (Millar, 2017). If one ends the analysis here, many vital aspects of the
extensive oral history interviews will remain untold and unnoticed. Also, it is essential
to highlight that people are way more than just their profession. Limiting the analysis
to the analysis and effects of market mechanisms would not do justice to the
complexity of the lived realities in this segment. In this connection, the second strand
of research outlined in the literature review, namely precarity as a relational approach,
will be brought into conversation with the findings of this study.
To begin with, I briefly revisit the definition of precarity proposed by Judith
Butler (2004). In her work, Butler deploys the concept of precarity to critique the
violent response to the attacks in the aftermath of September 11. She demonstrates
how some lives are 'turned' not grief worthy. The counterattacks, namely, showed
how the precariousness of some is minimised at the expense of maximising the
precariousness of others. At the same time, she points at the inherent vulnerability of
everybody's life and the inter-dependence of human existence. In this way, Butler
proposes moving away from individualism and going beyond the attempt to minimise
one's precariousness and asking 'what makes a livable world?' (Butler, 2004, p. 10).
Even though 9/11 presented a far more extreme and life-threatening case of human
vulnerability, this conclusion crafts its argumentation along similar lines. In the wake
of missing understandings of relatedness - and in order to curtail privileges that
render only the lives of some workers grievable - it is of particular importance that
research foregrounds this relatedness through personal stories that denounce
socially constructed separation.
Butler defines grievabilty to be defined along socially constructed categories
(Butler, 2009). Along similar lines, Rosie Cox (2016, p. 8) maintains that:
The doing, or not, of dirty work is divided down the lines of class, ethnicity and
gender - the most powerful social divides in contemporary life. It is the people
on the ‘losing’ sides of those divides who clean most – the poor, women and
people of colour – while those with the social and economic power to avoid
dirt, generally attempt to do so.
The theory of dirty work presents a context-specific theory that grapples with
the social devaluation of the profession under investigation. This devaluation of a
certain professions is reconcilable with Butler’s (2009) concept of grievability.
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‘Divided down the line of’ social constructed categories a profession is pushed to the
margins and dealt with in a way that suggest its worker would not be grief worthy.
Such theoretical depictions are reflected in the stories of Aleksandra, Ana and Pedro
and also coincides with the findings from the ‘second-opinion’ interviews. As noted
previously, Aleksandra said she should have done something else and Ana and
Pedro stated that the ‘very, very hard work’ would be ‘like slavery’ which shows the
devaluation of the job. However, the stories of hotel cleaners also revealed how such
social hierarchies that allow for such experiences have been internalised and
‘normalised’ by themselves.
Against this backdrop, it is of particular importance to bring to the fore the
social inequalities that have been normalised. The sole fact that Aleksandra voiced
feelings of pity and compassion when seeing men cleaning hotel rooms shed light on
how ontologized gender hierarchies remain and legitimate why men are more
grievable (Butler, 2009) in such working environments. Similar processes were
observable in the stories of Ana and Pedro. Throughout the interview, Pedro stressed
that, even though he and Ana always cleaned rooms together, he would ‘never’ touch
a toilet. When I enquired further, Ana perceived this as ‘normal’ – as it was just his
preference, and she did not mind. On that note, the interpreter (a friend of mine)
affirmatively commented that also for his mother it was simply ‘easier’ to clean toilets
than it was for himself. Only after the interview, while reflecting together on this aspect
of the interview, the interpreter understood the inequality in this assumption. In sum,
in the realm of cleaning work, gender remains a prominent social category on which
the devaluation of certain gendered work is based. According to literature
(Buckingham et al., 2020) and confirmed by all interview participants, there is a
strong over-representation of workers with a migration background in this segment.
All three oral histories showed how their ‘weak’ positioning on the labour market was
exploited to keep workers at the margins. Exemplarily, this was made visible by the
case of Aleksandra who has been cleaning hotel rooms for 15 years, lured with the
unfulfilled promise of a supervisor role since the very first day. On the other hand,
Ana and Pedro, who were kept on uncertain employment terms, were constantly
threatened with losing ‘rooms’ to other workers if they would go on vacation or call in
sick. Such circumstances are primarily made possible through the ‘weak’ positioning
of workers with a migration background as Ana and Pedro were desperate to have
employment. This rebuts the claims of the human capital theory (Chiswick, 1978)
which argues that people with migration backgrounds are solely lacking skills and
are therefore disadvantaged on the labour market. I argue that it is a complex web of
multi-layered factors and conditions.
By way of conclusion, I would like to single out two main findings that emerged
from the oral history interviews with the three hotel cleaners and the nine interviews
with well-situated second opinions. One main finding concerns hotel cleaning in
Germany at a macro level while the other one is concerned with observations made
at the individual level - thus at the micro level.
Firstly, at a macro-level, my study has unravelled some context-specific
structures that obscure lived realities of hotel cleaners in the German hotel industry.
Of course, such reasons are versatile and are always subject to exceptional cases.
However, in what follows, I present structures and circumstances that certainly play
a significant role in shaping the work of hotel cleaners. First and foremost, the
widespread practice of externalising labour responsibilities to temporary employment
agencies plays a predominant role. The externalisation leads to a reduced sense of
responsibility on the hotel side. It also leaves workers in-between areas of
responsibility between unions for hospitality (NGG) and cleaning workers (IG BAU).
Furthermore, the situation is exacerbated by temporary work agencies that actively
try to circumvent collective wage agreements. By offering a variety of services, they
attempt to not fall under the relatively high collective wage agreements of cleaning
companies, as reported by unionists, hotel cleaners and migrant workers’ advisors.
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On top of that, instances of circumventing the German minimum wage by illegally
paying per cleaned room instead of per hour show how companies capitalise on the
‘weak’ positioning of workers with migration backgrounds in particular. Furthermore,
the scarce research efforts into these areas of the German labour market is another
factor that contributes to turning a blind eye to these working conditions. As stated
previously, this has to do with the severely restricted governmental funds for
investigations into these labour market areas.
Secondly, at a micro-level, this research has shown how hotel cleaners'
attitudes towards power structures are based on a complex web of emotions, desires,
and tensions. This work has shown that attitudes toward certain conditions are
seldom a purely rational and logical act. Such attitudes are also, to a great extent,
context-dependent, which was shown by contradicting claims expressed by
Aleksandra concerning why she decided to continue working as a cleaner beyond
her pension age. While during a preliminary talk, she stated that it was because of
insufficient pension money. During the actual interview, she said it was due to the
job's rejuvenating effect on her that she wanted to continue working. For this
conclusion, it is not relevant to know which statement or whether both even
statements are 'true'. What matters and what I would like to emphasise here is that
the way people construct meaning is a continuous and ever-changing process which
might also change in the course of a single conversation. This is not to say that
listening to how people construct meaning is irrelevant to study because it is never
being fixed nor final. Instead, one needs to pay attention to what people say or do not
say. In this connection, it is of fundamental importance to delve into the context as
this serves as the basis for deeper understanding. In this specific case, I would like
to foreground the many categories such as gender, class and race and concepts
such as ‘dirty work’ and precarity, which are shown to have a direct impact on their
lives. Interestingly such categories remained largely unchallenged. In particular,
gender roles presented a central argument along which obvious unequal treatment
was being ‘normalised’ by research participants themselves. This, in turn,
underscores the relevance of such investigations as they unravel the effects of
socially constructed categories and contribute through thought-provoking impulses
to deconstruct unequal social orderings.

8. RECOMMENDATIONS
The recommendations that I would like to suggest are two-fold. On the one hand,
recommendations for further research and, on the other hand, more practical
recommendations for the hotel industry and policies that relate to it.
In terms of recommendations for further research, there is a pressing need for
more investigations into the lived realities of marginalised workers. Although Germany
has one of the most significant low-wage segments in the EU, only a few
investigations into the lived realities of workers in this segment have been conducted.
This links to my second point: there is a disconnect between social groups, and the
sensitivity to each other's experiences is lacking. Given this, I would like to emphasise
the importance of oral history research projects that offer pathways to rediscover
inter-relatedness through stories beyond statistics. In practical terms, I would like to
suggest oral history research among housekeeping managers. Since I was only able
to talk to one housekeeping manager, there remains a pressing need to investigate
the narratives of this group. I found that zooming into the experiences of individuals
in detail presents a mirror of society at large. What is maybe less evident from the
outside becomes visible when listening closely. Therefore, I am hopeful that by
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listening to the stories of housekeeping managers, potential avenues for recognising
inter-relatedness and improved working conditions can grow.
In terms of recommendations for the industry, I would like to stress the
importance of closer monitoring of illegal practices. For example, the Covid-19 crisis
has provoked political action for temporary employment agencies in the meat
production industry in other industries. Considering the structural problems in the
German hotel cleaning sector found in this research, there is a pressing need to
tackle these issues on a policy level. Furthermore, I would like to emphasise the
importance of union work. The ones closest to the fates of marginalised workers in
the low wage segment were unions or union-funded organisations to advise people
with recent migration backgrounds on their rights. There is a societal need to move
towards collective solidarity instead of growing individualism.
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