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Exploitation of Child Domestic Workers in Ngenger Culture of Javanese Society in 

Indonesia 

 

By Tri Joko Sri Haryono,1 Sri Endah Kinasih,2 and Siti Mas’udah3 

 

 

Abstract 

This study explains a Javanese cultural practice called ngenger—when girls volunteer to 

be domestic servants in exchange for educational benefits—as a form of exploitation of labor. The 

purpose of this study is to understand this Javanese tradition from the perspective of Gender 

Anthropology. This research is a descriptive study using a qualitative method. The location of the 

study was in Surabaya and the city of Malang, East Java, and was conducted by collecting data in 

the form of observations and in-depth interviews. The informants for this study were girls who are 

domestic workers, parents of the child domestic workers, and the recipient parents of these child 

domestic workers. This study shows that ngenger girls employed as domestic workers are 

exploited since they lose almost all of their rights. The ways in which ngenger girls are exploited 

include having low wages, lacking bargaining power, being forced to be obedient, lacking the 

courage to claim their rights, not daring to complain to anyone, and continuing to serve the 

recipients. The condition where the ngenger girls do not have bargaining position over the 

recipients of their labor is precisely what makes this practice a form of exploitation. The 

relationship between girls and the recipient families is a patron-client relationship. The patron-

client relation should be a reciprocal relationship that is mutually beneficial. A recipient patron of 

a ngenger girl has the responsibility to fulfill the needs of the girl as a client, and, in return, the 

client must give her loyalty to her patron. Patron-client relations are economic relations where 

profits must be achieved, which makes exploitation possible. In fact, ngenger girls do not get the 

fulfillment of basic needs, protection, and good education, but they still continue to be loyal to the 

recipient parents. This circumstance is what makes the relationship in ngenger culture an unfair 

and exploitative relationship. 

 

Keywords: Ngenger, Girl child domestic workers (GCDWs), Patron-client relationship, Labor 

exploitation, Indonesia 

 

Introduction 

In Java, Indonesia, prospective girl child domestic workers (GCDWs) GCDWs are known 

as ngenger (Prawiroatmodjo, 1996; Sulistyo, 2006), nyuwita (Murtono, 1985), budak, abdi, 

rewang or emban, batur, and babu (Dragojlovic & McGregor, 2022; Kusuma, 2013). The ngenger 
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culture has long occurred in Javanese culture, even before the era of Dutch East Indies colonial 

government. The culture of ngenger has been a part of Javanese culture for centuries, and the lack 

of documented sources make it very difficult to ascertain when this culture initially developed. 

Ngenger in Javanese culture refers to the domestic services of a girl in another family’s house 

which generally has a higher social status, and this culture is rooted in feudal habits (Wahyudi et 

al., 2024; Wiratama et al., 2023; Sayu et al., 2023). In return, as an expression of gratitude, the 

ngenger child will do household work (Dragojlovic & McGregor, 2022; David Jordhus-Lier, 

2018). Some Javanese ngenger were motivated to attain a higher rank by learning and becoming 

someone’s pupil (Tjitrawati et al., 2023; Amalia et al., 2023). The term learning is not in the narrow 

sense of school, but rather learning from the life experiences of others. According to Ghosh (2021), 

GCDW’s life experience is learning from others; this practice also happens in Bangladesh, passed 

down from generation to generation in the same family. According to the ILO (2004), ngenger is 

a Javanese tradition in the form of entrusting underprivileged girls to more prosperous families, be 

it people who still have family relations or not. The girl who becomes ngenger gets financial help 

in life and education for a better future. In return, the ngenger girl must help with the household 

work in the recipient family (Tjitrawati & Romadhona, 2023).  

One common pathway to girls becoming ngenger is that a mother who is a domestic worker 

may bring her daughter along to the workplace due to several reasons. First, they can monitor their 

daughter while working at the same time. Second, the girl’s need for food can be fulfilled, and it 

also helps to ease the economic burden of indigent families. Third, the domestic worker hopes that 

the employer may pay for the girl’s tuition fee. Fourth, they expect the employer to give a future 

work opportunity to their child. From this circumstance, the girl prematurely becomes a domestic 

worker through ngenger. 

The types of girl child domestic workers (GCDWs) are divided into two types, namely 

domestic workers for local needs (Hiremath, 2022; Kyegombe et al., 2021; Miranda-Juárez, 2020; 

Musizvingoza et al., 2022; Shoa, 2022; Thi et al., 2021) and girl child domestic migrant workers 

(GCDMWs) who migrate to various countries such as India (Kurian et al., 2022), Hong Kong (Ho 

et al., 2022; Hoiting, 2022), Germany (Palenga‐Möllenbeck, 2022), and Sweden (Eldén & Anving, 

2022). There is also a difference between GCDWs based on their origins, namely domestic 

workers who still have family relations and girl child domestic workers who have no family 

relations (Tjitrawati & Romadhona, 2024).  

This research is different from the previous studies which mainly examined the issues of 

protection (Gamlin et al., 2015; Husni & Suryani, 2018; Kyegombe et al., 2021; Pape, 2016), 

sexual exploitation, verbal and physical violence experienced by GCDWs (Alemayehu & Fekadu, 

2019; Ghosh, 2021; Thi et al., 2021), and girl child trafficking (Islam et al., 2013; Kiss et al., 2015; 

Stanford et al., 2021; Sutinah & Kinuthia, 2019; Romadhona, 2022; Sunyowati et al., 2022). The 

local Javanese culture at the root of the ngenger practice is still rarely examined, which actually 

perpetuates the exploitation of GCDWs. 

This study examined ngenger as a part of Javanese culture that enables GCDW 

exploitation. Why does the current ngenger culture arise for discussion? First, the culture of 

ngenger addresses the future of girls who are still in the process of growth and development, and 

these customs must require protection from all forms of exploitation and physical, psychological, 

and social violence. Second, the problems faced by GCDWs as marginal girls are violations of 

human rights that must be guaranteed, protected, and fulfilled by parents, families, communities, 

the government and the state, as mandated by Law No. 35 of 2014 and Amendments to Law No. 

23 of 2002 concerning girl child protection (Razy, 2023; Sunyowati et al., 2023). Third, when 
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referring to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which contains articles on girls’s 

rights, including the right to survival, the right to grow and develop, the right of protection from 

all forms of exploitation and participation rights, girls who are employed as GCDWs fall under the 

criteria of economic exploitation and other rights violations. GCDWs’ type of work is included in 

exploitative criteria regarding girls’s rights which consist of long working hours, unclear wage 

standards, lost opportunities for school and play, no chance of holidays, no opportunity to receive 

education, living separately from their family, and being under risk of violent treatment (physical, 

psychological, and social) by families who accept ngenger or by ngenger brokers. 

This study is rooted in the perspective of Gender Anthropology, which uses feminist 

theories to study “socio-cultural settings” (Sehra, 2020, p. 232). This study emphasizes that 

ngenger is always female-faced and explains the socio-cultural background necessary to 

understand why girls become domestic workers. When parents decide that a daughter must follow 

ngenger culture, then the girl child will likely experience exploitation, so this study further focuses 

on the different forms of exploitation experienced by GCDW. The current study aims to explain 

the presence of ngenger in Javanese culture that in turn has an impact on the exploitation of girls 

and also to analyze the girl workers’ relationship with their ngenger recipients. 

 

Research Methodology 

This study uses descriptive research with a qualitative approach (Anjara et al., 2017). There 

are four stages of this study. The first stage is determining and justifying the location of the 

research in the areas of Surabaya and Malang. An important consideration is that residents of 

Surabaya and Malang (the city of Malang, Malang, and Batu) are very dependent on domestic 

workers, and the two locations are experiencing rapid development in new housing. Furthermore, 

in these two locations, they have begun designing practices and organizations to protect GCDWs 

which can create the chance of decent jobs for GCDWs and serve as a place to foster the rights of 

GCDWs as human beings and workers. The second stage of the study was data collection. In 

collecting data, observations were made to find forms of exploitation of ngenger girls and ngenger 

relationships with recipient parents.The third stage was an in-depth interview with sixteen 

informants, including five ngenger informants in Surabaya and Malang, four informants who are 

parents of ngenger, and five informants who are recipient parents of ngenger. A life course 

approach was employed with five girl informants and four informants who are parents of the 

ngenger girls. In the life course approach, an individual’s life history is scrutinized, specifically 

analyzing how early events have shaped subsequent actions and significant life events such as 

family, marriage, and divorce (Bribiescas, 2021; Helfrecht et al., 2020; Yin, 2009). The selected 

informants were chosen due to family relations between the girls and their recipient parents. The 

last stage was data analysis in which the collected data were classified and identified based on the 

theme and then analyzed.  

This study adopted a qualitative method to obtain a detailed report of the life journey of 

ngenger girls, the problems they face, and the treatment they received from the recipient parents. 

This was acquired through an interactive process between researcher and informant. The treatment 

of the  ngenger girl by the recipient parents can be seen as a process and not a single event. Thus, 

this study observed the entire process of becoming a ngenger girl (before and during the 

experience) to gain insight into the exploitation. By doing so, this study illustrates the complex 

experiences of the ngenger girl.  
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Results and Discussion: Exploitation of Girl Child Domestic Workers 

The latest data from Suhaimi and associates (2013) reveal that there are 67 million 

domestic workers scattered across the world (Parreñas et al., 2019). According to these data, 83% 

of them are women. While in Indonesia, according to the National Labor Force Survey (Sakernas), 

in 2013, there were 2,555,000 domestic workers, including GCDWs. In 2015, the number 

increased to 4,034,290, and off these, 74% are women. In another survey by the ILO in Jakarta in 

2016, there are 4.5 million local domestic workers working in the country (Rianti, 2023). This 

amount will increase along with the level of economic growth in Indonesia. ILO data are the results 

of a study of the estimated domestic workers’ population based on Sakernas’ data summarized in 

a report entitled, “Toward a Better Estimation of Total Population of Domestic Workers in 

Indonesia” (Suhaimi & Farid, 2017). The increasing number of domestic workers indicates high 

demand, including for GCDWs. For girls and young women, the ngenger culture becomes a 

separate employment field that employs significant numbers of laborers. 

The condition of ngenger girls is a condition that still is not known to others; therefore, 

people rarely pay attention to the problem of GCDWs as a marginal group. Some people even 

consider ngenger culture as a form of protection for GCDWs even though it is not. In general, 

ngenger girls still have close family relations even though they work as domestic workers. In some 

cases, the girls continue to be treated as relatives and do not get paid. There is also a situation 

where the recipient family of the ngenger does not have family ties, but the family is still 

committed to helping ngenger girls. Thus, ngenger culture is expected as a way to cover the 

financial and educational needs of the girls for their future. 

Informant W2 (18 years old) said that recipient parents choose GCDWs because girls are 

more manageable than adult domestic workers and can be paid less. W did not understand the 

details of her wages. According to her, the tuition fees were also included in the wages given by 

the recipient parents. At the beginning of the agreement, it is often stated that the recipient parents 

of an ngenger allow her to study and the tuition fee is included in her wages. W said, “Tuition is 

included in the wages, while college-related needs such as books and others are also given to me 

through some kind of pocket money and I got Rp 300.000 per month” (personal communication). 

The informant did not know the actual wages that she earned, because her wages were deducted 

from the tuition fees and the amount received is Rp 300.000 per month as pocket money. There 

are no bonuses, except for two sets of clothes that W received for the Eid holiday. 

For AIS (16 years old), the wage system applied by the recipient parents is not given every 

month but is saved and held for the GDCW by them. Thus, if she wants to buy something or use 

the money, the informant needs to ask the recipient parent. The wages earned by AIS are Rp 

600.000 per month, but she does not take it all because she is not wasteful in spending her money. 

AIS explains, “But if I need the money, for instance, to buy clothes or send some money to my 

parents, then I will ask my mother [recipient parent]” (personal communication).  

The lowest wage of Rp 300.000 was earned by R (12 years old). R received her own wage. 

As conveyed by R’s recipient parent: “The money can be used for her own pocket money. If I give 

her, I can only give two thousand or three thousand. If I don’t have any money, I can’t give any” 

(personal communication). R worked to clearn the yard, sweep, and tidy the garden. It was all done 

after she went home from school at 14:00 hours in the afternoon. She did not do the heavy and 

difficult work because she was still a young girl.  

Another informant D has been a girl child domestic worker since she graduated from 

elementary school. D is eager to continue her studies at a higher education level but has financial 
 

2 To preserve anonymity, we are using initials rather than full names of the informants.  
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constraints. Thus, becoming a ngenger is the means for her to continue her studies. According to 

D, the time to rest given by the recipient parent is not enough. However, accompanying a toddler 

to sleep or play is considered as rest by the recipient parent. In other words, D is a full-time GCDW 

since she does not even get a holiday break. Although she wants to get some holidays and do her 

school homework at her friend’s house, she does not have the courage to tell or ask her recipient 

parent. On the other hand, the recipient parents often invite D to go on vacation with the family. 

D’s current wages are Rp 500.000 per month. The first time she worked as a ngenger, her wages 

were only Rp 200.000 per month, but her wages were raised two months ago. In addition, on Eid 

holiday, she only gets new clothes rather than wages and thus is not given the additional wages by 

the recipient parent. D was treated well by the recipient parents, but sometimes they insulted her 

by saying that D does not pay enough attention to the employer’s daughter, or that her work was 

flawed. Sometimes, the recipient parents were completely indifferent to her. Because of this 

treatment, D did not feel at home but was reluctant to convey her discomfort to the recipient 

parents. 

The recipient parents of a ngenger tend to choose girls rather than boys or adults as 

domestic workers because their wages are lower, around Rp 300.000 to Rp 600.000 per month. 

GCDWs wage value is lower than the wage of the adult domestic worker, which is around Rp 

1.000.000 per month. The difference in wage determination is influenced by years of work 

experience. For example, an adult domestic worker who is experienced has a higher wage, so the 

upper bound of adult domestic workers’ wages is also high. Therefore, child domestic workers 

through the culture of ngenger do not have bargaining power, so they are unable to set higher 

wages. Inexperienced domestic workers such as GCDWs also tend to be more obedient and not 

demanding because they must accept whatever wages the recipient parents have set. In addition, 

GCDWs are anxious or afraid of saving their own money; thus, they prefer the recipient parents to 

hold their money and only take it when needed. This condition is due to the lower bargaining 

power of GCDWs compared to adult domestic workers. In terms of workload, it appears that the 

work carried out by girls does not require advanced skills even though the level of variation is 

high, so ngenger girls do not have any bargaining leverage (Baker & Cornelson, 2018; Kabeer, 

2021; Stoet & Geary, 2015). 

In addition to the lower wages given to ngenger girls, other problems arise. GCDWs only 

work within homes which are private domains. Thus, domestic work is often not considered real 

work (Islam et al., 2014; Kabeer, 2021; Kyegombe et al., 2021). As a result, the rights of GCDWs 

are often ignored by the recipient parent. GCDWs do not have access to a legal system that 

regulates all other work and a social support system, so their rights as workers are being denied 

(Albin & Mantouvalou, 2012; Fudge, 2014; Irawaty, 2011). 

According to Ferguson (2013) and Wolpe (2013), the sexual division of labor creates 

gender-based job segregation and a feminization and devaluation of domestic work (Ferguson, 

2013; Wolpe, 2013). Despite being commodified, this work is still considered to be of low 

socioeconomic value and viewed as dirty work. Besides, GCDWs are also strictly supervised by 

the recipient parent. For instance, almost every night W’s bedroom is checked by the recipient 

parents. The examination of the bedroom is a form of parental supervision from the recipient 

parents in order to prevent the possibility of ngenger girls doing anything outside the bounds of 

acceptable behavior. According to Ferguson (2013) and Wolpe (2013), the practice of checking 

the GCDW’s room is commonly done among middle-class employers in Jakarta. Yet the strictness 

of supervision is not proportional but excessive, especially given that the GCDWs are not given 

fair wages or the right to paid leave. 
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Another aspect of AIS’s work that is exploitative is the fact that she is expected to do other 

work beyond her primary tasks and to be ready at all times of the day to help the other domestic 

workers or family members. AIS became an ngenger girl due to her parent’s inability to pay for 

her tuition fee. Because of the economic pressure, AIS wanted to ngenger to Mrs. F even though 

she already had two adult domestic workers. AIS’s responsibilities are to take care of and teach 

Mrs. F’s daughter and help the other domestic workers or Mrs. F’s family members. Mrs. F has a 

5-year-old daughter, so every day AIS bathes her, feeds her, takes her to pre-school class or 

playgroup, and picks her up at 10 am. Arriving at home, AIS prepares herself to go to school in 

the afternoon. At night, she teaches Mrs. F’s daughter. As stated by AIS, 

 

I was asked for help by other domestic workers to reheat food. Sometimes they also asked 

me to walk to the Wiyung market on foot, which is about 1 km from the house. If Mbak 

comes (the sister of the recipient parents), sometimes I am asked to help buy something at 

Indomart. 

 

From the above description, GCDWs are often asked for help from domestic workers or the other 

family members of the recipient parent. It can be said that GCDWs are vulnerable to exploitation. 

According to feminist economist Folbre (1994, 2009), care work—helping people to meet their 

needs such as caring for or teaching children—has historically been seen as worthless because it 

was unpaid work done by women. Taking care of children and helping them study has important 

values for the economy; this type of job deserves more recognition because it is important for the 

sustainable development of humanity. In the context of domestic work, it is important for domestic 

workers (called PRTs in Indonesia) to be recognized as workers and viewed in the context of 

employee-employer relations rather than family relations. According to Kabeer (2021), the 

treatment of domestic workers is related to the issues of status and hierarchy, where a family with 

higher hierarchical status demeans the people who work as domestic workers (Kabeer, 2021). In 

this situation, employers often deem their domestic workers as an extension of themselves to do 

heavy jobs rather than seeing them as autonomous workers. The status hierarchy in the relationship 

between domestic workers and employers is often projected in the form of work orders and 

employer supervision. In this context, an unlimited workload is often assigned to domestic 

workers, which underscores the low status of domestic workers itself. 

The inability of ngenger girls to have bargaining power is also a problem that needs to be 

addressed. The weak bargaining position of ngenger girls to determine working hours, the amount 

of wage, types of work, and environmental conditions of work is due to their lack of knowledge 

of their rights and obligations as workers. This condition is worsened by the fact that those who 

are willing to work as ngenger come from a background of low social status, economics, and 

education (elementary or junior high school graduates), which was the case for W, AIS, R, and D. 

For girls, working as GCDWs is an easier choice compared to other jobs such as factory work that 

requires a diploma for at least a junior or senior high school level. For indigent families, daughters 

are a solution to support the economic life of the family as a “feminization of survival” 

(Utaminingsih, 2021). For them, being a ngenger girl is compulsory because of the economic 

pressure and poverty, because that is the only available job that they can do, and because girls and 

women are socially constructed and obligated to do domestic work. According to Kabeer (2021), 

the highest education level of domestic workers is mostly elementary and junior high school. Some 

of them, however, have not even graduated from elementary and junior high school. Low education 

level and the lack of skills lead them to domestic work. Socially, domestic work is so devalued 
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that it is not even recognized as a job. The way that society sees a domestic worker is different 

compared to people who work outside the home, whose work is respected more because they make 

more money and have higher social status. 

Theoretically, domestic workers are also part of the overall labor force because they 

provide paid services. A laborer is someone who participates directly or indirectly in production 

(Kabeer, 2021). They do not have the means of production, so to maintain their lives, they must 

sell their energy to be exchanged for wages. Although they are like other workers in exchanging 

their energy for livelihood, they are more at risk of exploitation and withholding of wages. Their 

class also fosters their exploitation, as indigent families send their girls to become ngenger so that 

they can ease the economic burden of the family. The indigent engage in ngenger with the sincere 

belief and hope that being associated with middle-class families will allow their daughters to get a 

decent living, knowledge, and politeness, which are considered important values for their future. 

It is this bargain that is used to justify the lack of wages. In the process of ngenger, a GCDW is 

expected to be grateful because she has been helped and educated by the recipient parent. However, 

this research study shows that what ngenger girls expect does not always fit the reality. 

Why is there an element of exploitation within the Javanese ngenger culture? First, most 

of the ngenger are girls. Second, there is an injustice and denial of rights to GCDWs even though 

their work is the same as other adult domestic workers. The thing that distinguishes GCDWs and 

domestic workers is that GCDWs do not receive clear wages. Third, GCDWs do not have clear 

working hours, work contracts, or holidays. The injustice and inconvenience of this position cannot 

be avoided by GCDWs because of high economic pressure. Hence, they must accept being placed 

in any recipient family even if it is not in accordance with their wishes. On the contrary, the 

recipient parents welcome the existence of GCDWs through ngenger culture because the presence 

of GCDWs can help to ease their domestic work and daily needs of their families.  

Why do the recipient parents of ngenger prefer to make girls as their GCDWs through the 

ngenger culture? According to them, GCDWs are easier to manage, easy to educate, not 

demanding, and can play the role of friend for their own daughters. The recipient parents always 

expect to get more than what they give to ngenger girls. The recipient parents feel that they have 

fulfilled their obligations, so in return, they deserve their rights. This expectation leads to the 

negative side of ngenger, which is the exploitation of ngenger girls’ labor. The recipient parents 

expect a high return from the GCDW since they have already given money and education, while 

in contrast, ngenger girls do not receive typical workers’ rights such as fixed working hours, 

employment contracts, acceptable wage standards, and holidays. Therefore, it can be said that 

exploitation goes alongside the practice of ngenger.  

According to the Javanese people, the ngenger culture is to participate in learning and seek 

a decent living from the people who are followed, so they do not believe that they are working as 

domestic workers (Albin & Mantouvalou, 2012; Fudge, 2014; Irawaty, 2011). In other words, the 

ngenger girls’ work is perceived as a form of devotion to the recipient family. Another fundamental 

difference between the actual ngenger and the domestic worker in Javanese culture is the existence 

of a relationship system between protectors and those protected. Scott’s study (1986) of the patron-

client relationship is useful to apply to the ngenger practice (Scott, 1986). Scott (1986) describes 

the patron-client relationship as an informal but binding exchange between an individual with a 

higher socioeconomic status (patron) using influence, resources, and power to provide protection 

to someone with lower status (client). The asymmetric relationship between the two creates a 

mutually beneficial reciprocal relationship. The patron has the responsibility to meet the needs of 

the client (in this case, the GCDW), and the client must be loyal to the patron. The patron-client 
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relationship also exists in the culture of South Sulawesi. Putra (1988) studied Minawang by using 

Scott’s (1986) concept of patron-client relations and explained how the relationship between 

karaeng and anakaraeng in Minawang is one of mutual needs. The karaeng and anakaraeng are 

not in a rigid and lifelong relationship, but their relationship can be stopped when both feel they 

no longer benefit one another. While such an exchange can be beneficial and based on mutual 

needs, the difference in economic conditions and social status between the recipient parents and 

ngenger girls causes unequal relationships, placing the client in a lower (inferior) position and the 

patron in a higher (superior) position (Scott, 1986). 

 In summary, patron-client relationships involve a basic agreement between both parties, 

and the relationship is related to their respective social relations. Both patrons and clients have 

logical consequences that result from the rights and obligations of each party. Ngenger girls must 

obey the recipient parent, and in return, the recipient parents will provide a decent life, protection, 

and teaching social values that will be useful for the girls in the future. The hope for mutual 

economic and social benefits between the two is done through an agreement that is carried out 

informally, by being socialized in the community through social values (Scott, 1986). 

Patron-client relations were social relations at first. But they started to change to be 

economic relations when capitalism developed in many aspects of human life. Since economic 

relations require profit and loss, the patron was tempted to exploit the client to gain profits. The 

shift of social relations into economic relations has caused patron-client relations to turn into unfair 

relationships and exploitation of girls. This exploitation happens when ngenger girls are not 

allowed the fulfillment of basic needs, protection, or a good education yet they still have to 

continue to be loyal to the recipient parents. Based on the data previously explained, each recipient 

parent of a ngenger pays a different amount of wages depending on the type of work and the family 

members of the recipient parent. However, the wage amount given to GCDWs should only be 

determined by their workload and wage standards. The recipient parent determines the working 

hours, the rewards obtained, and the type of work that must be done by ngenger girls. The act of 

obedience from a ngenger girl child creates a potential for an exploitative circumstance. Ngenger 

girls cannot refuse when the parents ask them to do extra work. They also consider the extra work 

as an obligation that must not be refused. On the contrary, their overtime pay is given as pocket 

money and is not clearly part of their wages as given by the recipient parent. The recipient parent 

only considers the pocket money as a token of gratitude, while ngenger girls consider pocket 

money as a “fortune.” This circumstance shows that ngenger girls suffer from subordination and 

exploitation.  

Many women from upper-middle-class families take advantage of the international 

division of labor through the ngenger culture and the feminization of domestic workers by 

employing them as cheap laborers. This system is a form of fake kinship, where exploitation is 

masked by calling ngenger girls part of the family (Albin & Mantouvalou, 2012; Fudge, 2014; 

Irawaty, 2011). In fact, ngenger culture hides the fact that their working conditions are 

exploitative, underpaid, and very strict to the point where they must be available 24 hours a day 

without clear boundaries between worker and employer. 

 

Conclusion 

This study concluded that ngenger girl child domestic workers are exploited and lose 

almost all of their rights as workers. Ngenger girls are underpaid or receive low wages, do not have 

bargaining power, are more obedient and less brave to claim their rights, do not dare to complain 

to anyone, and do not have limits on their work. The work done by these girls does not require 

8

Journal of International Women's Studies, Vol. 26, Iss. 4 [2024], Art. 2

https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol26/iss4/2



advanced skills even though the types of work are varied. Therefore, the ngenger girls do not have 

a bargaining position in relation to the recipient parents. Even the ngenger girls who seem to be 

protected by recipient parents are still, in fact, exploited. Furthermore, a GCDW’s relationship 

with a recipient parent is a patron-client relation. The patron-client relation is a reciprocal 

relationship that should be mutually beneficial. The recipient parent of ngenger as a patron has the 

responsibility to fulfill the needs of the girl as a client, and, in return, the client must give her 

loyalty to the patron. Because patron-client relations involve economic relations, where profit is a 

motive, exploitation is possible or even likely. In fact, ngenger girls do not receive the fulfillment 

of basic needs, protection, and good education, but they still continue to be loyal to the recipient 

parents. This circumstance is what makes ngenger culture an unfair and exploitative relationship. 

 

Acknowledgments 

This research was supported by the Ministry of Research, Technology, and Higher 

Education Indonesia. No content generated by AI technologies has been used in this study. 

 

References 

Albin, E., & Mantouvalou, V. (2012). The ILO convention on domestic workers: From the 

shadows to the light. Industrial Law Journal, 41(1), 67–78. 

Alemayehu, A. A., & Fekadu, I. A. (2019). Home truths behind closed doors: Reciting the lived 

experiences of child domestic workers in selected towns of Gedeo Zone, Southern 

Ethiopia. International Journal of Sociology and Anthropology, 11(5), 59–67. 

https://doi.org/10.5897/IJSA2019.821 

Amalia, R., Aprilia, S. F., & Romadhona, M. K. (2023). Health service disparities: Repressive 

problems and solutions. Malaysian Journal of Medicine and Health Sciences, 19, 1–8. 

https://www.scopus.com/inward/record.uri?eid=2-s2.0-

85159231247&partnerID=40&md5=ee25a103980d13ae09c46dcc37f86cc0 

Baker, M., & Cornelson, K. (2018). Gender-based occupational segregation and sex differences in 

sensory, motor, and spatial aptitudes. Demography, 55(5), 1749–1775. 

Bribiescas, R. G. (2021). Evolutionary and life history insights into masculinity and warfare: 

Opportunities and limitations. Current Anthropology, 62(S23), S38–S53. 

David Jordhus-Lier, D. P. (2018). Mobilities and moralities of domestic work in Indonesian cities. 

In K. Ward, A. E. G. Jonas, B. Miller, & D. Wilson (Eds.), The Routledge Handbook on 

Spaces of Urban Politics. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315712468 

Dragojlovic, A., & McGregor, K. (2022). ‘They Call Me Babu’: The politics of visibility and 

gendered memories of Dutch colonialism in Indonesia. Women’s History Review, 31(6), 

933–952. 

Eldén, S., & Anving, T. (2022). ‘Quality Time’ in nanny families: Local care loops and new 

inequalities in Sweden. In L. Näre & L. W. Isaksen (Eds.), Care loops and mobilities in 

Nordic, Central, and Eastern European welfare states (pp. 85–107). Springer. 

Ferguson, L. (2013). Gender, work, and the sexual division of labor. Oxford University Press. 

Fudge, J. (2014). Feminist reflections on the scope of labour law: Domestic work, social 

reproduction, and jurisdiction. Feminist Legal Studies, 22(1), 1–23. 

Gamlin, J., Camacho, A. Z., Ong, M., & Hesketh, T. (2015). Is domestic work a worst form of 

child labour? The findings of a six-country study of the psychosocial effects of child 

domestic work. Children’s Geographies, 13(2), 212–225. 

Ghosh, A. (2021). Recognizing invisible work: The women domestic workers’ movement in 

9

Sri Haryono et al.: Exploitation of Child Domestic Workers in Ngenger Culture of Java

Published by Virtual Commons - Bridgewater State University, 2024



Bangladesh. Asian Journal of Women’s Studies, 27(3), 384–405. 

Helfrecht, C., Roulette, J. W., Lane, A., Sintayehu, B., & Meehan, C. L. (2020). Life history and 

socioecology of infancy. American Journal of Physical Anthropology, 173(4), 619–629. 

Hiremath, K. (2022). Effect of awareness of government initiatives on financial inclusion: A study 

of domestic workers in the city of Bengaluru. Journal of International Women’s Studies, 

24(7), 8. 

Ho, K. H. M., Cheung, D. S. K., Lee, P. H., Lam, S. C., & Kwan, R. Y. C. (2022). Co‐living with 

migrant domestic workers is associated with a lower level of loneliness among community‐
dwelling older adults: A cross‐sectional study. Health & Social Care in the Community, 

30(4), e1123–e1133. 

Hoiting, I. (2022). Triangulations of ‘motherly love’: Negotiated intimacies among migrant 

domestic workers, mothers, and children. Journal of Family Issues, 43(2), 324–349. 

Husni, L., & Suryani, A. (2018). Legal protection for woman domestic workers based on the 

international convention. J. Legal Ethical & Regul. Isses, 21, 1. 

Irawaty, D. (2011). Redefining cultural practices and reconstructing a colonial legacy foundations 

for female household Workers’ Empowerment in Indonesia. VDM Publishing. 

Islam, E., Mahmud, K., & Rahman, N. (2013). Situation of child domestic workers in Bangladesh. 

Global Journal of Management and Business Research, 13(7), 1–11. 

Kabeer, N. (2021). Gender equality, inclusive growth, and labour markets. In Women’s Economic 

Empowerment (pp. 13–48). Routledge. 

Kiss, L., Pocock, N. S., Naisanguansri, V., Suos, S., Dickson, B., Thuy, D., Koehler, J., Sirisup, 

K., Pongrungsee, N., & Borland, R. (2015). Health of men, women, and children in post-

trafficking services in Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam: An observational cross-sectional 

study. The Lancet Global Health, 3(3), e154–e161. 

Kurian, V., Sreedharan, S., & Valenti, F. (2022). Calling the shots: Determinants of financial 

decision-making and behavior in domestic migrant households in India. Journal of 

Emerging Market Finance, 21(3), 317–342. 

Kusuma, N. A. (2013). Peran Pemerintah Dalam Pemenuhan Hak-Hak Bagi Pekerja Rumah 

Tangga Studi Kasus Pada Serikat Prt Tunas Mulia Yogyakarta. Universitas Atma Jaya 

Yogyakarta. 

Kyegombe, N., Pocock, N. S., Chan, C. W., Blagbrough, J., & Zimmerman, C. (2021). Evaluations 

of interventions with child domestic workers: A rapid systematic review. International 

Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 18(19), 10084. 

Miranda-Juárez, S. (2020). Domestic child labor and violence in the city of Tapachula, Chiapas 

2017-2018. Papeles de Población, 26(106), 105–130. 

Murtono, S. (1985). Negara dan usaha bina-negara di Jawa masa lampau: Studi tentang masa 

Mataram II, abad XVI sampai XIX. Yayasan Obor Indonesia. 

Musizvingoza, R., Blagbrough, J., & Pocock, N. S. (2022). Are child domestic workers worse off 

than their peers? Comparing children in domestic work, child marriage, and kinship care 

with biological children of household heads: Evidence from Zimbabwe. International 

Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(12), 7405. 

Palenga‐Möllenbeck, E. (2022). Making migrants’ input invisible: Intersections of privilege and 

otherness from a multilevel perspective. Social Inclusion, 10(1), 184–193. 

Pape, K. (2016). ILO Convention C189—a good start for the protection of domestic workers: An 

insider’s view. Progress in Development Studies, 16(2), 189–202. 

Parreñas, R. S., Silvey, R., Hwang, M. C., & Choi, C. A. (2019). Serial labor migration: Precarity 

10

Journal of International Women's Studies, Vol. 26, Iss. 4 [2024], Art. 2

https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol26/iss4/2



and itinerancy among Filipino and Indonesian domestic workers. International Migration 

Review, 53(4), 1230–1258. 

Prawiroatmodjo, S. (1996). Bausastra: Kamus Jawa-Indonesia. Gunung Agung. 

Putra, H. S. A. (1988). Minawang: hubungan patron-klien di Sulawesi Selatan. Gadjah Mada 

University Press. 

Razy, F. (2023). Protection of appointed children’s rights according to Law Number 35 of 2014 

concerning child protection. International Journal of Law and Public Policy (IJLAPP), 

5(1), 1–6. 

Rianti, I. P. (2023). Peran ILO (International Labour Organization) Dalam Mengatasi Kasus 

Pekerja Anak (Child Labour) DI Indonesia. Universitas Sriwijaya. 

Romadhona, M. K. (2022). Does the pandemic affect unemployment rate in East Java? (A study 

of pre and post COVID-19 pandemic in 2016 to 2021). The Journal of Indonesia 

Sustainable Development Planning, 3(2 SE-Policy Paper), 164–176. 

https://doi.org/10.46456/jisdep.v3i2.308 

Sayu, C. A., Aprilianto, S., & Romadhona, M. K. (2023). A criminological review of 

Dextromethorphan abuse by adolescents. Malaysian Journal of Medicine and Health 

Sciences, 19, 51–57. https://www.scopus.com/inward/record.uri?eid=2-s2.0-

85159222139&partnerID=40&md5=90aa97684a21c3fb50e2af7da3d20097 

Scott, J. (1986). Everyday forms of peasant resistance. Journal of Peasant Studies, 13(2), 5–35. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03066158608438289 

Sehra, L. (2020). Gender and violence in a domestic space during COVID-19 in India: Insights 

from Anthropology. Antrocom: Online Journal of Anthropology, 16(2). 

Shoa, D. D. (2022). Agonies of girl domestic workers (GDWs) migrated from rural areas to Addis 

Ababa, Ethiopia. Cogent Social Sciences, 8(1), 2147137. 

Stanford, K., Cappetta, A., Ahn, R., & Macias-Konstantopoulos, W. (2021). Sex and labor 

trafficking in Paraguay: Risk factors, needs assessment, and the role of the health care 

system. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 36(9–10), 4806–4831. 

Stoet, G., & Geary, D. C. (2015). Sex differences in academic achievement are not related to 

political, economic, or social equality. Intelligence, 48, 137–151. 

Suhaimi, U. & Farid, M. N. (2017). Toward a better estimation of total population of domestic 

workers in Indonesia. International Labour Organization. 

Sulistyo, E. T. (2006). Karakteristik pendidikan informal model" nyantrik": kajian antropologis 

pola pembelajaran tradisional pada seni pedalangan wayang kulit purwa di Keraton 

Mangkunegaran, Surakarta. Fakultas Keguruan dan Ilmu Pendidikan, Jurusan Pendidikan 

Bahasa dan Seni. 

Sunyowati, D., Ariadhi, P. P. P., Romadhona, M. K., & Alfadhel, A. B. B. (2023). Indonesia-

Timor Leste maritime boundaries on exclusive economic zone: Equitable principle. Lex 

Scientia Law Review, 7(1). https://doi.org/10.15294/lesrev.v7i1.66126 

Sunyowati, D., Indriani, M., Firdhausy, A., & Romadhona, M. K. (2022). Can big data achieve 

Environmental Justice? Indonesian Journal of International Law, 19(3), 6. 

Sutinah, & Kinuthia, K. M. (2019). Trafficking of women and children in East Java, Indonesia. 

Journal of International Women’s Studies, 20(9), 94–106. 

https://www.scopus.com/inward/record.uri?eid=2-s2.0-

85077540311&partnerID=40&md5=4475499163f90e30d8b1b81d9e94daae 

Thi, A. M., Zimmerman, C., Pocock, N. S., Chan, C. W., & Ranganathan, M. (2021). Child 

domestic work, violence, and health outcomes: A rapid systematic review. International 

11

Sri Haryono et al.: Exploitation of Child Domestic Workers in Ngenger Culture of Java

Published by Virtual Commons - Bridgewater State University, 2024



Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(1), 427. 

Tjitrawati, A. T., & Romadhona, M. K. (2023). Affliction in the post Palu disaster: State failure to 

implement human rights standard on disaster management. Cogent Social Sciences, 9(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2023.2233255 

Tjitrawati, A. T., & Romadhona, M. K. (2024). Living beyond borders: The international legal 

framework to protecting rights to health of Indonesian illegal migrant workers in Malaysia. 

International Journal of Migration, Health and Social Care, 20(2), 227–245. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMHSC-04-2023-0038 

Tjitrawati, A. T., Tavip, M., & Romadhona, M. K. (2023). Integrative social-health security for 

Indonesian migrant workers: Does fully covered and protected? Malaysian Journal of 

Medicine and Health Sciences. 

Utaminingsih, A. (2021). Poverty of feminization: Survive strategy of poor female householder, 

support and resistance factors. International Journal of Social Science and Human 

Research, 4(2). https://doi.org/10.47191/ijsshr/v4-i2-02 

Wahyudi, I., Kinasih, S. E., Ida, R., Koesbardiati, T., Romadhona, M. K., & Kim, S. (2024). 

Biosecurity infectious diseases of the returning Indonesian migrants workers. Global 

Security: Health, Science and Policy, 9(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23779497.2024.2358756 

Wiratama, M. G., Subagyono, B. S. A., & Romadhona, M. K. (2023). Implementation of legal 

efforts, consumer protection and dispute settlement of social-health insurance participants 

for Indonesian migrant workers. Malaysian Journal of Medicine and Health Sciences, 

19(2). 

Wolpe, A. (2013). Education and the sexual division of labour. In Feminism and Materialism (RLE 

Feminist Theory) (pp. 290–328). Routledge. 

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods. Sage. 

 

12

Journal of International Women's Studies, Vol. 26, Iss. 4 [2024], Art. 2

https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol26/iss4/2

https://doi.org/10.47191/ijsshr/v4-i2-02

	Exploitation of Child Domestic Workers in Ngenger Culture of Javanese Society in Indonesia
	Recommended Citation

	Exploitation of Child Domestic Workers in Ngenger Culture of Javanese Society in Indonesia

