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To Filipina domestic workers, who are earning livings 

in Taiwan,  

 
 
 
 

May this book be a faithful record of your hardship of working abroad 
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Preface 

This book was a dissertation for my Master degree in Gender, Culture and Society at the 

University of Essex, U.K. 1997.  I started with the question of how I, as a Taiwanese 

feminist, should perceive issues of Filipina domestic workers’ working in Taiwan.  As 

previous literature seemed to be very unsatisfactory, I started first-hand interviews and 

fieldwork right away.  At first, I hoped that I could represent Filipina workers' subjective 

experiences.  However, it gradually appeared to me that I could not talk about their 

experiences without concerning the social and legal status in which they found themselves in 

Taiwan.  Eventually, this research ended up with analysis from both macro and micro 

perspectives to represent the working experiences of Filipina domestic workers in Taiwan.  

Although I was content with this result, I feel that this research has opened up issues that 

need further exploration, such as the political economy of global labor migration, women and 

international politics, gender divisions of labor and workers' working rights cross-nationally.  

I hope this book can contribute to people's understanding of the situation of Filipina workers 

in Taiwan and stimulate more dialogue on this issue.  Moreover, I will be glad if workers find 

the analysis useful in understanding the structural forces that make you suffer and powerless, 

and thus forge personal strengths for collective resistance.   

 

I am in debt to Professor Miriam Glucksmann and Dr. Jane Hindley at the University of 

Essex for their instruction on this research.  Special thanks go to Yvonne Lin and Willi Boehi 

at Taiwan Grassroots Women Workers' Center for suggestions on publication.  I am also 

grateful to my parents’ persistent support for my study.  Last but not least, I am deeply 

indebted to all the interviewees: without your help, this research could not have been 

completed.   
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Abstract 

 

This research is set out to delineate the social position of Filipina domestic workers in 

Taiwan from both macro and micro levels to answer the question of ‘whether Filipina 

domestic workers are victims or winners in international labour migration.’  A multi-level 

analysis has been adopted to achieve this goal.  Drawing on newspapers, official statistics, 

primary material gathered in the fieldwork, and twenty six interviews with Filipina and 

domestic workers, employers, brokers, NGOs, Taiwanese maids, and a government official, 

this exploratory research not only investigates the structural mechanisms that control Filipina 

domestic workers’ lives, but also delineates Filipina workers’ subjective resistance to this 

unfair social system. 

 

The Filipina domestic workers in this study are generally young, educated migrant women.  

They seek work abroad due to the economic crisis in the Philippines.  In Taiwan, their legal 

status is regulated by discriminatory laws, and thus lacks labor protection.  Taiwanese public 

discourse constantly connects them with disorder and diseases.  Moreover, they are 

perceived by Taiwanese employers and brokers as secondary human beings and thus have 

limited working rights.  Although their working conditions are poor, they undermine the 

working opportunities of Taiwanese workers.  What lies unseen behind the competing 

relationships between both groups are their common disadvantages as working class women 

in Taiwan.  However, unlike Taiwanese workers who have accepted the class hierarchy, 

Filipina workers’ class identity is still being formulated.  Within the households, Filipina 

maids are subordinated to the gender, class and ethnic hierarchy in Taiwanese society.  They 

carry out degrading domestic labor.  When they work, they are not only under the unequal 

power relations as a lower-class, but also downgraded as a Filipina maid as they are 

constantly associated with dirt and uncivilization.  They use professional knowledge, English 

or the idea of going home, as a way of resisting or coping with these degrading working 

experiences.  Family, Filipino friends and the church give them support.  However, their 

limited resources and unprivileged legal status leave them without organizing to fight for their 

own rights.    
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I conclude that Filipina domestic workers are neither victims nor winners in international 

labor migration.  Structural controlling mechanisms restrict their power.  Their positions in 

Taiwan society are shaped and disadvantaged by their ethnicity and gender.  There is only a 

limited space for them to fulfil their dreams of earning big money in Taiwan.    
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Introduction 

Research questions and objectives of this research  

There are two contradictory images of Filipina domestic workers in Taiwan.  One is that 
these workers are victims of Taiwanese society; they suffer from triple oppressions of their 
ethnicity, gender and class.  The other is that Filipina domestic workers work in Taiwan to 
fulfil their economic needs so that both Filipina domestic workers and the families that 
employ them are winners in international labor migration.  In this research, rather than draw 
a quick conclusion to these two extremes, I seek to answer the question of whether Filipina 
domestic workers are victims or winners in international labor migration by looking at 
different dimensions related to the Foreign Domestic Worker policy in Taiwan. 
 

This is an exploratory study since previous research on the subject of Filipina domestic 
workers in Taiwan falls into three categories:  
(1) Empirical first hand information of religious institutions or NGOs, aimed at practical 
action to help Filipino workers.  This area of study focuses mainly on abused and illegal 
workers.   
(2) Taiwanese government studies on how to manage and control the quantity and quality of 
foreign workers.  Studies in this area are mainly based on statistical analysis and 
perspectives from employers. 
(3) Taiwanese feminist studies discussing foreign domestic worker policy and its connection 
with Taiwanese women’s participation in the labor force.  In these studies, Taiwanese 
women’s interests are addressed but not those of Filipina domestic workers.   
The Filipina domestic workers’ interests appear in the first category but are totally ignored in 
the second and third categories.  Unlike the approach adopted in the first category, which 
focuses on the abused or illegal domestic workers, this research will look at legal workers.  I 
will examine the issue of Filipina domestic workers in Taiwan from both macro and micro 
perspectives to transcend the binary opposites of victims or winners.  On the one hand, I 
will explore the social positions of Filipina domestic workers by looking at their legal status 
in Taiwan and the social construction of their images in the eyes of Taiwanese people.  On 
the other hand, I will also present the narratives from Filipina domestic workers about their 
migration and working experiences to show their subjectivity and resistance.  In order to 
discuss the power relations involved in the realm of foreign domestic worker policy in 
specific contexts, I choose to look at the competing relationships between Filipina and 
Taiwanese domestic workers and the interpersonal relationships between Filipina domestic 
workers and their employers.  Within these two domains, I will argue that gender, ethnicity 
and class are the prominent factors that formulate the interests of different actors and that 
restrict the power of Filipina domestic workers.   
 

This research will provide an implication for further thinking on political changes of Filipina 
domestic workers in Taiwan and will be a start point to build a theoretical framework where 
gender, ethnicity and class intersect to explain multi-oppressive forces of other groups of 
people in the contexts of Taiwan.  Moreover, it also helps to re-think the differences 
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between women, not only class differences but also ethnic differences.  Furthermore, this 
helps to recognize the structural forces that make relationships among different women 
become competing and tentative.  Finally, the irony of paid and unpaid domestic work, the 
intersection of class and ethnic differences in domestic labor also help to re-think the nature 
of domestic labor and how domestic labor should be done and by whom.   
 

Fieldwork and resources 

This research provides a multi-level analysis of the position of Filipina domestic workers in 
Taiwan, based on primary material gathered in fieldwork and interviews with Filipina and 
Taiwanese domestic workers, employers, brokers, and a government official.  The 
fieldwork was conducted in several ways.  First, in order to know workers’ Sunday 
activities and to talk to them about their working conditions, I made observations on Filipina 
workers at St. Christopher’s  Catholic Church, Taipei train station, and Chiang Kai Shek 
Memorial Hall, where many foreign workers gathered on Sundays.  I then conducted four 
interviews with Filipina domestic workers.  Moreover, I attended mass in a Catholic Church 
in Shin-Den to get to know Filipina domestic workers there and conducted in-depth 
interviews with three of them.   
 

Second, in order to depict a clear picture of the interaction between domestic workers and 
their employers, I conducted ten interviews; five paired sets of employers and workers.  The 
households I chose were through introductions by my friends and relatives.   They had no 
connection with each other and nor did they represent particular types of household.  
Finally, three females, one male and one couple employers, and their domestic workers 
were interviewed.  Of the five domestic workers, only one was interviewed together with the 
couple so that I had an inkling of insight into her situation.  The other four domestic workers 
were interviewed separately from their employers.  However, they tended to talk much 
about their migration and adapting experiences and avoided the topics about the 
interpersonal relationships with their employers.  On the contrary, the employers expressed 
their opinions without any reservation.  This reflects the unequal powers of the employee-
employer relationships in the household.      
 

Third, in order to discover how the placement agencies perceived foreign domestic workers, 
I contacted six of them that recruited foreign domestic workers, and gathered 
advertisements and magazines published by them.  It was difficult to interview the brokers if 
there were no business interests for them, so I visited a placement agency in Kaohsiung, 
South Taiwan, through the introduction of my friend who worked in that agency.  At this 
interview, both employer and her employees were present. 
 

Fourth, in order to compare the treatment of Filipina and Taiwanese domestic workers, and 
to explore the competing relationships between them, I also visited a placement agency that 
specialized in Taiwanese domestic service.  There were around ten unemployed Taiwanese 
domestic workers waiting there for job opportunities.  The broker explained the rise and fall 
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of her business and introduced these workers to me.  Then, I interviewed three of these 
workers in the placement agency.   
 

Fifth, I carried out participant observation for two weeks as a volunteer worker in the 
Migrant Workers’ Concern Desk, a Catholic organization aimed at helping migrant workers 
and promoting workers’ rights.  As part of my fieldwork, I regularly visited the Shan-shia 
detention center once a week with a group of Catholic workers for a month.  From this 
experience, I reached a better understanding about the cases of illegal and abused workers 
and the process of how legal workers became illegal.  Then, I interviewed organizers of 
Taiwan Grass-roots Women Workers’ Center, Migrant Workers’ Concern Desk, and 
Hope Workers’ Center.  They shared the experiences of helping migrant workers with me 
and helped me to understand the intricacies of the legal system, which positions foreign 
workers as a cheap and obedient labor force.  Then, this point was proved when I 
interviewed the former Vice Minister of the Council of Labor Affairs.  His opinions helped 
me to understand the stances and priorities of the government when making polices on 
foreign workers.   
 

In summary, the fieldwork of four weeks included interviews twelve Filipina domestic 
workers, five employers of Filipina domestic workers, one placement agency specialized in 
foreign domestic workers, one recruitment agency specialized in Taiwanese domestic 
workers, three Taiwanese domestic workers, four organizers of three NGOs, and one 
former Vice Minister of the Council of Labor Affairs.  This book was written up on the basis 
of these interviews, field notes, materials that I gathered in the fieldwork, official statistics 
and newspapers.     
 

Reflections on fieldwork 

It took time to get into the world of Filipina domestic workers.  I distinguished two stages of 
my research.  At the first stage, I was not familiar with Filipina workers and their working 
conditions.  The interview contents were usually a brief description of the household they 
worked for; their working schedules, workloads, migration process, and their supporting 
network.  They felt secure to reveal facts to me.  One worker, Sally, was obvious abused 
and she expressed her suffering when describing the unreasonable working criteria of her 
employer.  The other workers had relatively positive attitudes towards their treatment in 
Taiwan, regardless of the facts that they had a long and painful adapting period and worked 
more than 12 hours a day. 
 

At the second stage, that is after I worked in the Migrant Workers’ Concern Desk for a 
week and interviewed four workers on Sundays, I had clearer ideas of Filipina domestic 
workers’ lives in Taiwan. My understanding of their lives promoted their willingness to 
reveal their feelings and thoughts to me.  Facts, e.g. how much they earned, how long they 
worked and what were their duties, etc. became less important in the interviews.  At this 
stage, the interview contents varied depending on the interviewing context.  When 
interviewed within the households no matter the employer was around or not, the topics 
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were restricted in their migration process and adapting experiences.  When interviewed after 
mass in the church and through the introduction of Nancy, one of my interviewees, their 
subjectivity and power relations with their employers came out quite clearly.  I regarded the 
three interviews that I carried out at the church through the introduction of Nancy as most 
successful. 
 

The different contents not only resulted from the interviewing contexts, but also related to 
their and my class, gender and ethnicity.  The character of the three most successful 
interviews was that all the women had graduated from university and had worked as a 
respected businesswoman, a teacher, and a nurse.  The shared common class and gender 
between us, as I am a single middle class woman and seldom-engaged in domestic labor, 
facilitated our communication.  I could empathize their difficulties of entering the degraded 
position as maids that Taiwanese employers assigned to them; and they felt it easy to talk to 
me about these experiences.  In contrast, in the cases of Filipina domestic workers whose 
education levels were about high school, I found it difficult to address the issue of their class 
and ethnic differences with their employers when interviewing them.      
 

However, the class differences did not cause serious communication difficulties between 
Taiwanese domestic workers and me since we shared the same gender and ethnicity.  
Although my research focused on Filipina domestic workers, the most striking experience 
occurred to me when I interviewed several Taiwanese domestic workers.  I was deeply 
moved by their life histories that showed how unprivileged they were in such a sexist society.  
My understanding of Taiwanese domestic workers and middle class women did not differ 
very much because my life experiences were connected with both groups of women.  
However, the class differences, which made me appear to have more resources than they 
did, had influenced the interviews.  I was expected to report their suffering and misfortune as 
unemployed domestic workers, which dramatized their narratives.   
 

Ethnic differences clearly made some obstacles at the first stage of my research but they 
seemed to have limited influence in the latter interviews.  At first, a Taiwanese transgressing 
the boundary to talk with them was somehow very odd to them, but the ethnic differences 
between us were soon be replaced by using common language: English.  English facilitated 
our communication because from their experiences of working in Taiwanese households, 
few Taiwanese could speak fluent English.  Filipina workers did not have persistently 
negative attitudes to Taiwanese; rather they considered the distances between them were 
caused by language differences.  Many interviewees also felt that there were not many 
differences between Filipino and Taiwanese, in accordance with the appearance, household 
structure, and kinship relationships, etc.  
 
However, at the second stage of my research, I found English had its limitation.  I used to 
join Nancy and her friends for dinner in the McDonald’s after mass each Sunday.  Most of 
the time, they talked in their national language, Tagalog, and I could only understand them 
when they spoke English or when they translated it to me.  I started to realize that I could 
only understand the part of their lives that they felt ready to tell me.  After spending time 
socializing with them, I also found out several inconsistencies with what workers told me at 
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interviews about their family.  Although it was not directly related to my research interests, it 
certainly took more time to establish rapport in order to understand workers' lives 
thoroughly.  Nevertheless, constrained by time and language difficulty, this research could 
only provide perspectives on Filipina domestic workers' working lives, rather than a 
complete representation of their lives in Taiwan.  Although the language, rather than 
ethnicity, had more significant influences in the interviews in such a short time of conducting 
research, I believe that ethnicity will appear to have more influences as the research goes 
into depth.  For example, the ambiguous position as a Taiwanese researcher makes it 
difficult to participate in the working process either as a family member or as a domestic 
worker.   

Organization of this book 

In order to examine the different dimensions involved in the issue of Foreign Domestic 
Worker policy in Taiwan, I have organized this book into the following chapters.  The first 
chapter is set out to depict social and legal backgrounds of Foreign Domestic Worker 
policy, which shapes Filipina domestic workers' social status in Taiwan and constrains their 
working rights structurally.  The second chapter deals with workers' migrant experiences: 
Who are they?  How and why do they go to Taiwan?  How do they get this job?  It will be 
followed by an analysis of the views of brokers and employers who are involved in the 
migrant process.  Chapter three will present the working conditions of Filipina domestic 
workers in comparison with those of Taiwanese workers to elaborate how the structural 
forces shape the competing relations between these two socially disadvantaged groups of 
women in Taiwan.  In chapter four, I will analyze the interpersonal interactions between 
employers and Filipina domestic workers in the household to demonstrate how power is 
subtly exercised along with gender ideology, and class and ethnic differences.  The four 
chapters are interconnected but could be read independently.  They, as a whole, delineate 
the social positions and working lives of Filipina domestic workers in Taiwan.  Finally, I will 
draw conclusions that Filipina domestic workers are neither victims nor winners in the 
Foreign Domestic Worker policy.  The structural controlling mechanism restricts their 
power, and their positions in Taiwan society have been shaped and disadvantaged by their 
ethnicity and gender.  Although many Filipina domestic workers struggle for empowerment 
in their daily lives, they have limited resources to fight for their own rights.  Therefore, no one 
can ever be sure of whether Filipina workers’ dreams of earning big money in Taiwan could 
be fulfilled. 
 

Terminology in this book  

In this book, four groups of terms, i.e. domestic worker/domestic helper/ domestic 
caretaker 1 ; foreign domestic worker/Filipina domestic worker; Filipino/Filipina, and 
domestic worker/maid should be clarified.   
 

                                                 
1Although in British English, a ‘caretaker’ means a janitor, the term ‘caretaker’ is used in Taiwan to refer 
to a care assistant.  In this book, I adopt the latter meaning since it has a prevailing usage in both official 
and private documents in Taiwan.   
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In Taiwan, there are both domestic helpers and domestic caretakers.  The former are 
responsible for housework and the care of children and the elderly while the latter are mainly 
responsible for taking care of patients or disabled persons in the household.   There is quota 
limitation for recruiting domestic helpers but no limitation for caretakers according to the 
present policy of the Government.  Therefore, many households make applications nominally 
for a domestic caretaker but mean a domestic helper.  In this research, I use the term 
domestic worker to include both domestic helpers and domestic caretakers because in 
practice they are expected to perform similar tasks, are regulated by the same laws, and fall 
into the same legal category.   
 

According to official statistics, there were 243,535 foreign workers legally in Taiwan in May 
1997 (CLA, 1997).  However, the population of foreign workers, including illegal workers, 
had been estimated as more than 450,000, exceeding that of the Aborigines (about 
370,000) in Taiwan (Commercial Times, 14/02/96).  At present, the Taiwan government 
only allows the recruitment of foreign workers from Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand and the 
Philippines.  The number of legal foreign domestic workers, including domestic helpers and 
caretakers, was about 40,000 in May 1997.  Most of them are Filipinos because they can 
speak English.  Therefore, the foreign domestic worker is a wider category than the Filipino 
domestic worker is.  
 

‘Filipina’ is the feminine form of ‘Filipino’.  Although 5% of the domestic helpers in Taiwan 
were male (CLA, 1997: 102), this research only focuses on female domestic workers and 
excludes male ones.  Some discussions about legal status can also apply to male domestic 
workers but I only interviewed female workers and the arguments were built on the basis of 
their sex as female.  Therefore, this book is entitled ‘Filipina domestic workers in Taiwan’ 
rather than ‘Filipino’.  
 

I use the terms ‘domestic workers’ and ‘maids’ interchangeably but there is still some 
distinction in my usage of them: when I refer to their working conditions and legal status, 
emphasizing their roles as workers, I use the term ‘domestic worker’; when discussing their 
status in the household or relationships with employers, I use the term ‘maid’ to make the 
unequal power relations between them prominent.
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 Chapter One: Setting the Contexts in Taiwan 

Backgrounds 

Taiwan, a small island with a total land area of 35,775 sq. kms. and with a population of 
21,000,000, is a newly industrialized country in East Asia.  The Government of the Republic 
of China took over Taiwan from the Japan in 1945 to which Taiwan was ceded in 1895.  
Now, Chinese Han culture dominates this island whereas there is only 1.7% Aborigines, 
who have inhabited in Taiwan before Chinese migration in 16th century, and are of Malayo-
Polynesian ethnolinguistic origin.   
 
After the rapid industrialization in 1950s, Taiwan has become one of the ‘four dragons’ of 
Asia, together with Hong Kong, Singapore, and South Korea.  In 1997, the per capita 
GNP has reached US $ 13,819 (Executive Yuan, R.O.C., 1997). 2   Women have 
contributed greatly to the rapid economic development of the past fifty years.  On the one 
hand, levels of female employment increased dramatically from 1966 because their labor 
was cheaper than men’s (Cheng and Hsiung, 1993).  On the other hand, women work not 
only as unpaid workers for families or family businesses but also in informal sectors earning 
low salaries for family expenditure.  In 1997, the rate of female participation in the labor 
force is 46.2%, which is still much lower than western countries. 
 
Since the 1980s, the comparatively high level of economic development in Taiwan has 
attracted migrant workers mainly from Asia to work in Taiwan.  Many came to Taiwan with 
visitor’s visas and stayed in Taiwan illegally to work after their visa expired (Lee, 1995:1-3).  
Not until working permission was first granted by the government in 1989 and the 
‘Employment Service Act’ enacted in 1992, migrant workers had gained legal employment 
status in Taiwan.   
 
In March 1992, the government opened the door to foreign domestic caretakers for families 
with severely disabled members without quota limitation.  Moreover, from August 1992 till 
December 1995, the government introduced a quota of 16,000 domestic helpers to the 
family with young children and elderly relatives.  In 1997, there were already 19,531 legal 
domestic caretakers and 14,542 legal domestic helpers in Taiwan (CLA, June 1997).3 
 
Over the past ten years, there have been heated discussions as to whether Taiwan should 
‘introduce’4  migrant workers.  By the time the government legislated laws for foreign 
workers, several women’s group demonstrated to urge legalization for foreign domestic 

                                                 
2US $ 1 = NT $ 28.6 in September 1997 NT. means New Taiwan Dollars.  
3 The latest official statistics show that the total amount of foreign domestic workers in Taiwan are  
53368 in December 1998 (CLA, January 1999).  
4The term ‘introduce’ here is a very problematic but widely used concept in these discussions.  
‘Introduce’ to some extent, means there is something new and which did not exist, and then it is 
‘introduced’ into this society.  However, Filipina domestic workers have worked in Taiwan for almost 
ten years, with no law applied for application.  Therefore, the term ‘introduce’ can not reflect its reality.  
But, to some extent, it is right in the sense that Taiwanese were ‘introducing’ a new recruiting system.   
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workers.  I will examine two sets of issues that were aired in the media.  First, the debates 
about the desirability of employing foreign domestic workers to carry on domestic labor 
which were unpaid work.  Second, the negative attitudes towards Filipina maids.  I will 
show how these discussions are gendered and how the images of Filipina domestic workers 
are racialized.   
 

The debate on the foreign domestic worker policy 

In 1991, the crackdown on illegal foreign workers aroused demonstrations to urge the 
legalization of foreign domestic workers.  Several women’s groups were involved, such as 
the Modern Women’s Foundation, the Etiquette Society of the Republic of China, the 
Taipei Social Bureau Women’s Service Corps, the Mother’s Classroom of Kang-Fu 
Community, the Women’s Corps of Police Volunteers, the Lions Club, etc. (China Times, 
24/02/91).  Their argument was that foreign domestic workers were treasures of every 
family, not a disease of Taiwanese society.  They presented a common statement to push the 
government to legalize foreign domestic workers and to manage the placement agencies.  
They argued that these workers could solve the problem of childcare and widen women’s 
participation in the labor force. (China Times, 24/02/91).   These women focused on their 
immediate needs to unburden their responsibilities of domestic work.  They therefore 
regarded foreign domestic workers as a solution to their toil.    
 
Their opinions were criticized by both conservative men and feminists.  One veteran wrote 
to a female legislator who was putting pressure on the Government to ‘import’ foreign 
domestic workers, ‘If you were too busy to undertake your domestic work, why not go 
back to your previous job?’5(Taiwan Times, 14/03/91).  This man was against foreign 
domestic workers because he believed domestic labor should be every woman’s 
responsibility.  From his viewpoint, the women who argued for employing foreign domestic 
workers had disobeyed the traditional gendered division of labor because they wished to 
develop careers for themselves.  In his article, both ethnic and class justice, such as 
oppressing women of other ethnicity, and benefiting wealthy families, have been used to 
confirm his traditional idea of the gendered division of labor.    
  
It is interesting to note that the ethnic and class justice also appeared in Taiwanese feminist 
arguments.  Feminists radically challenged the idea that domestic work is women’s work 
and also criticized the idea that women supporting legalization were putting Taiwanese 
women’s burdens onto migrant women.  A famous feminist scholar Lee Yuan-zhen wrote a 
newspaper article on women’s policies and foreign domestic workers, arguing that only 
families with high incomes can afford to employ these workers.  The system of foreign 
domestic workers, which was seen as a residue of slavery, should be avoided; and the 
government should promote part-time work and a better childcare system to solve working 
women’s burdens (Lee, 1991).  
 

                                                 
5 The legislator’s previous job was a news reporter that was regarded by the veteran as more feminine 
than a legislator was, so that she would have more time to undertake ‘her’ domestic labor.   
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By taking the opportunity to discuss the Foreign Domestic Worker (FDW) policy,  
Taiwanese feminists criticized the government for never trying to design women’s 
employment policies.  They argued that FDW policy benefited only few rich women, 
reduced the working opportunities of Taiwanese domestic workers, and ignored the general 
needs of Taiwanese working women.  They were against FDW policy because (1) it did not 
promote levels of female employment since it did not promote women’s employment rights, 
(2) it did not free women from the responsibility of domestic and care work; rather, they 
suggested that the child/elderly care facilities should be provided by the state.  Therefore, by 
the way of examining FDW policy, most feminists shifted their focus from FDW policy to 
women’s employment policy.  It was argued that if the government wished to promote 
women’s participation in the labor force, the FDW policy is not an adequate way.  Rather, 
the following methods should be adopted: first, the government should establish a 
child/elderly care system (Hu, 1997:8); second, the government should pass Equal 
Opportunity Legislation for Men and Women6 in order to promote women’s employment 
rights (Hu, 1997:12).  And finally, they demanded holistic policy to promote women’s 
participation in the labor force, taking into account part-time work, flexible-working time, 
childcare within enterprises, etc. (Wang, 1997:13).  They suggested that since both the 
foreign domestic worker policy and women’s policies took time to map out, it was better to 
make efforts on the latter. 
 
However, in these arguments, few feminists addressed class differences between women.  
The welfare provisions for example, the childcare system within enterprises, maternal leave, 
equal opportunities, were mentioned as if they would benefit all women in general.  The only 
exception was Hu’s article ‘From the trap of women’s needs and employment to the 
discussion of implications of Foreign Domestic Worker policy' (1997: 6-10), distinguished 
the different needs of women of different classes.  She explained that both middle-class and 
working class women were forced to leave the labor market due to both the sexual 
discrimination and the cultural norms of being a mother.  Higher and middle-class women 
could afford to be full-time housewives, while lower class women were forced to enter 
informal sectors due to urgent economic needs.  The former needed equal opportunities in 
the labor market whereas the latter badly needed the child/elderly care facilities.   
 
These debates promoted consensus about women’s labor policies among feminist groups.  
They also helped feminists to sense the class differences between women, which had rarely 
been discussed in Taiwan.  Taiwanese feminists focused very much on the gender inequality 
in Taiwan, and began to address class differences between women, but ignored the issue of 
ethnic difference.  Filipina domestic workers never became the subject of discussion: why 
they came to Taiwan, how they felt, what were their working conditions, etc.  All the 
discussions revealed the idea that the interests of Taiwanese women were prior to those of 
Filipinas'.  They ignored the fact that there were already 15,000 to 20,000 Filipino workers 
in Taiwan in 1991.  This is not incidental; it reflects Taiwanese xenophobia, which will be 
presented in the following section.   
 

                                                 
6 for which feminists have fought for eight years. 
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Public discourses against foreign domestic worker policy 

According to the survey and opinions in newspapers, most people were against the idea of 
‘introducing’ foreign domestic workers.  In August 1991, the Council of Labor Affairs 
conducted the survey Statistical Report on Opinions toward Alien Maids and on Status 
and Market Conditions of Domestic Maids.  It showed only 15.5% agreed to open the 
door to foreign domestic workers whereas 46.1% were against the idea of legalizing 
recruitment.  The remaining 38.4% of people neither agreed nor disagreed.  In newspapers, 
opinions against foreign domestic workers were based on several arguments:  
 
1. Social costs 

This was a very common argument in these opinions.  Social costs meant all kinds of 
negative impacts or disorders that foreign workers may cause, for example: social problems 
caused by language or adaptive difficulties; and run-away foreign workers might disturb the 
order of the labor market, etc.    
 
2. Family problems 

Relationships between maids and mistresses were held to be very difficult to deal with; 
foreign domestic workers might cause arguments between parents-in-law and daughters-in-
law, etc. Moreover, there might be sexual relationships between the employer and the maid. 
   
3. Management difficulties 

This referred to the system of placement agencies, recruitment rules, labor welfare system 
etc. These were considered difficult to manage due to the nature of domestic workers’ 
working in private homes.  
  
4. Social injustice 

There were also arguments based on social justice usually adopted by feminists: to employ 
foreign domestic workers would benefit only rich families; the maltreatment of Filipina 
domestic workers in Singapore had proved that employing domestic workers was a residue 
of slavery.      
 
Since 1991, public opinion has been preoccupied by the possibly negative impacts that 
foreign domestic workers may have.  The private nature of domestic labor that may cause 
abuses and management difficulties has not been challenged.  The impacts of foreign labor in 
the Taiwan labor market have happened but have not been discussed.  The design of laws 
that caused the foreign domestic worker system become, in effect, a throwback to slavery 
has not been criticized by Taiwanese feminists.  If the discussion of social justice stood, why 
was a consideration of the welfare and legal protection system absent from the debates?  In 
other words, no one criticized and challenged the assumption that foreign domestic workers 
would be in the position of second-class human beings in Taiwan. 
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The negative images of Filipina domestic workers in newspapers 

News reports were also full of negative images and assumptions concerning foreign workers 
before and after the legalization of foreign domestic workers in 1992.  There were reports 
entitled ‘Facing the social problems that foreign workers caused’ (Economic Daily 
News, 02/12/89), ‘Foreign laborers commit crimes’ (United Daily News, 29/09/90), and 
‘Foreign maids will come, and we should avoid problems before it happens.’ etc.  
When Angelina, a domestic worker, killed her patient and then committed suicide on 9th 
Nov. 95, the newspaper entitled,  ‘The first case of Filipina maid killing her employer 
breaks out.’ (China times, 10/11/95).  The words ‘break out’ implied that there must be 
something wrong taking place and everybody was waiting for problems to appear and then 
spread.  After the Angelina case, the newspapers reported opinions of employers worried 
about whether their domestic workers are mentally disordered.  There was no 
representation of the opinions of Filipina domestic workers and no discussions on how the 
working stress caused Angelina lose control.   
 
Research about Filipina domestic workers also represented in newspapers in a negative 
way.  Reports entitled, ‘ Superb Filipina managers may bring special troubles’ (United 
Daily News, 04/04/96), and ‘Filipina maids at home, children change their accent and 
behaviors’ (Central Daily News, 01/07/96).  There were also attempts to report the 
counter images of Filipina domestic workers.  They appeared in a more descriptive and 
sympathetic mode (e.g. China Times, 11/11/95, United Daily News, 04/10/96).  These 
reports focused on workers’ activities and Sunday mass at St. Christopher church, their 
homesickness and difficulties of working abroad.    
 
Another negative image in the newspapers is the connection of Filipina domestic workers 
and diseases.  There was often news on diseases that Filipina workers ‘bring’7: leprosy, 
parasitism, and amoebic dysentery, etc.  One such headline read as follow: ‘Please 
NOTICE: Your Maid May Have Parasites.’ (China Times, 22/07/97).  Usually these 
reports would follow warnings from the Health Administration that employers should pay 
attention to the hygiene habits of their Filipina maids.  It was represented as if Taiwan were 
such an advanced and clean country regardless of the diseases or occupational diseases that 
Filipina domestic workers may get when working in Taiwan.  
 

The discriminatory laws and the absence of labor protection  

Foreign workers in Taiwan are discriminated against by laws because of the following points 
that are listed in the Employment Service Law and Regulations Governing Employment and 
Control of Foreigners, which are the two main laws regulating them in their working period: 
 
1. Change of employer8:  

                                                 
7 The term appears frequently in the newspaper.  The logic behind is that they think the diseases come 
with foreign workers and ‘pollute’ Taiwanese society, which was supposed to have no such diseases.  
8 This regulation has been loosened since 1998.  If the patient dies or the employer emigrates, the 
caretaker can be arranged to work as a domestic helper in the same household or transferred to a new 
employer.  If the employer wants to terminate the contract for reasons other than the faults of the worker, 
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According to the Employment Service Law in 1997, foreign domestic workers (FDWs) 
cannot change their employer.  If they are abused by their employers and can prove abuse, 
they can annul the contract but cannot continue working in Taiwan.  Since FDWs pay a 
substantial broker’s fee to work in Taiwan, this is one of the reasons that cause many FDWs 
to decide to endure abuses.9 
 
2.  Health and pregnancy:  
FDWs are to have health checks every six months.  These include a chest X-ray 
examination, and tests for pregnancy, as well as HIV antibodies, syphilis, hepatitis B, 
malaria, intestinal parasites, amphetamines and morphine. If they fail any of these tests, they 
will be repatriated immediately.  It is obvious that the test for pregnancy discriminates against 
women and it also declares that the Taiwanese government will not bear the reproduction 
cost of foreign workers.  Moreover, the association of foreign workers and diseases, noted 
above, is reinforced by these laws.  
 
In addition, foreign workers are also regulated by the law with regard to their working 
period, marriage, and family.  The maximum working period, stipulated in 1997, for a 
foreign domestic worker is three years, they are not allowed to marry during the period of 
the contract, and they can not bring their families to stay in Taiwan.      
        
Thus we can see that these laws are not aimed at protecting the workers’ working rights but 
rather at limiting the rights of foreign workers in Taiwan.  The working rights of foreign 
domestic workers are only regulated by the working contract although some foreign 
workers, such as factory workers, are also protected by Labor Standards Law, which 
apply to all blue-collar and clerical workers in Taiwan regardless of their nationality.  Since 
domestic workers, regardless of their nationality, are contract workers, they are not included 
in this law10, which means that they are not protected by minimum wage, working hours, 
working conditions, welfare, or sickness leave regulations.  The only valid legal document is 
the contract of employment signed by both the foreign domestic worker and the employer.  
Therefore, if the employer is kind, it is the foreign worker’s luck.  But, if workers meet 
abusive employers, the legal system leaves foreign domestic workers open to abuse.  The 
following forms of abuse are not unusual:  
 
1. Salary deduction 

Although most foreign domestic workers earn the minimum wage in Taiwan, it is, however, 
around 30% below the wages of Taiwanese workers.  The minimum wage they earn is not 

                                                                                                                                            
the worker can be transferred to a new employer.  It gives workers more opportunities to work in Taiwan 
up to three years.   
9 After the stipulation of the new regulation, there are still problems.  Workers are still very likely to 
endure abuses.  Firstly, abuses in the private sphere are still difficult to prove and the Taiwanese 
government hesitates to intervene legally.  The government prefers ‘mediation’ in all cases.  Secondly, 
they might be transferred to an undesired employer.  After all, they have no say in choosing an 
employer. 
10 From April 1998 to December 1998, the foreign domestic workers were included in Labor Standards 
Law, with conditions that their working hours, holidays, day off, and night work are subjected to 
working contracts that they signed.  Since 1st January, 1999, domestic workers are again excluded from 
Labor Standards Law.  In fact, the law had done little to protect their vulnerable situation.    
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protected by law but by the contract.  This means that if they sign a contract with wage well 
below the minimum wage, it is not illegal.  Sometimes the employer will open a saving 
account for foreign domestic worker under the name of the employer11.  The main purpose 
of doing so is to prevent the worker from escaping.  In such cases, it is possible for the 
employer to keep the money without giving it to the worker. 
    
2. Termination of working contract  

Employers have the right to terminate a contract whenever they choose while domestic 
workers have little say in such a decision and may have limited time for alternative 
arrangements. 
 
3. Overwork 

There is no standard contract enforced by the government.  Therefore, employers can put 
strict and unreasonable criteria in the contract and they will not be regulated and supervised 
by the government.  Domestic workers could work for twenty-four hours because it is not 
illegal.  Although it is illegal to ask the domestic worker to work for other relatives or 
factories of the employer, it is not unusual that domestic workers have to work for the 
relatives or in the factory of the employer, in addition to their domestic duties at the 
employer’s house.   
 
4. Lack of health insurance 

Health insurance12 for domestic workers is not enforced.  According to the surveys of the 
Council of Labor Affairs (1997:81), there are still 18.1 % of legal domestic workers without 
insurance.  However, the insurance does not mean that domestic workers will receive good 
treatment.  If they are ill or injured at work, their contract would probably be terminated and 
they might be sent home without any treatment. 
 
5. Physical and mental abuse 

The privatized nature of domestic workers makes them vulnerable to physical and mental 
abuse.  The greatest difficulty for foreign domestic workers is that if this happens, their 
isolation and lack of power give them almost no rights with wich to protect themselves.  
Moreover, the difficulties of proving abuse make it difficult to eradicate the abuse.   
  

                                                 
11 Since 1998, the government has made into the law the practice of compulsory savings.  It is now 
possible for the employer to open an account in the name of the worker, and ‘save’ 30% of her salary 
every month for her.  However, in practice the employer usually has access to the account even though 
the account is under the name of the worker.  
12All citizens of Taiwan and foreigners with Alien Resident Certificate are required to participate in the 
National Health Insurance Program.  In the case of employing a foreign domestic worker, the employer is 
responsible for 60%, the government for 10%, and the worker for 30%.    
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**How to protect yourself:  A Reminder for Filipina domestic workers 

1. About salary deduction:   
•  According to the law, it is not allowed for the employer to transfer the compulsory    
   deposits into compensation.   
•  It is suggested by MWCD13 for migrant workers to ask the employer for a deposit   
   receipt and updated bankbook on a monthly basis. 
•  If you do not receive salaries at all, contact MECO, Foreign Workers’ Counseling   
   Centers and related NGOs.  
 
2. About the working contract: For domestic workers, the working contract is the only 

legal document that can protect your rights.  So, it is important to negotiate terms and 
conditions before you sign. Keep a copy with you and be familiar with it.  

•  If the employer wants to terminate the contract without your consent, negotiate for    
   the time and contact MECO, Foreign Worker Counseling Centers or related  
   NGOs for help. (See Appendix 1.) 
 
3. About severe mental and physical abuse: physical abuse and severe mental abuse 

are governed by penal code.  It is then, important to collect evidence by photos, tapes, 
or examination results from the hospital to prove abuses. Contact MECO or related 
NGOs for help.  

 
4. About health insurance: All foreigners in Taiwan are required to join National Health 

Insurance.  The employer is supposed to pay 60% of the fee, the worker 30% and the 
government 10%.  You have the right to ask the employer to register you in the National 
Health Insurance program, and you also have the rights to see a doctor when you are 
sick. 

 
5. About overwork, insufficient days off, and lack of sickness leave: the Taiwanese 

government leaves foreign domestic workers no protection in these aspects.  The only 
thing you can do is to seek for mediation and file the complaint to MECO. (Refer 
information to Appendix 1.)   

 
 
Several NGOs, such as the Hope Workers’ Center and the Catholic Migrant Workers’ 
Concern Desk, have tried to help vulnerable domestic workers by pushing the government 
to design standard working contracts, to enable workers to change employers in cases of 
abuse, and to protect the working conditions of domestic workers.14  However, it is unlikely 
that the government will protect foreign domestic workers by adopting ideas from these 
pressure groups.  There are several reasons for this that I found in my fieldwork.  First, 
these efforts to protect and enhance the working rights of foreign domestic workers basically 
go against the objectives of the foreign labor policies.  These policies aim to gain cheapness 
and obedience, which are not available from Taiwanese workers.  Second, the interests of 

                                                 
13 Migrant Worker Concern Desk, Taking the High Way, 1997, p. 27.  
14 Interviews with organizers of Hope Workers’ Center and Migrant Workers’ Concern Desk, 01/08/97 
and 21/07/97.    
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Taiwanese employers are usually prior to that of foreign domestic workers.  The idea is 
deeply set in the mind of Taiwanese government officials.  When asked about the possibility 
of establishing a special institution for foreign workers, his answer was, ‘I think the brokers 
and several NGOs will deal with the cases.’ 15 He, then, reminded me that there was also 
an official information center for foreign workers.  However, none of these organizations 
have governmental authority to protect workers’ rights.  Finally, the department in the 
Council of Labor Affairs responsible for labor investigation has only three people dealing 
with all the employee-employer disputes in Taiwan including native and foreign workers.16 
This implies that the protection of workers is not a concern of the government.   
 
Before a Filipina domestic worker entered Taiwan to work, Taiwanese society had shown 
negative attitudes towards them: their images has been connected with diseases and crimes, 
they seemed to be the symbol of disorder and were expected to raise problems for 
Taiwanese society.  Discourses based on social justice were in fact xenophobia on the part 
of the Taiwanese.  Foreign domestic workers were regarded as vulnerable and easily 
exploited, and the system of foreign domestic worker was seen as a residue of slavery.  But, 
the system that caused their vulnerability has never been challenged.  In discussion of this 
social policy, Taiwanese feminists, who were supposed to promote the interests of women, 
focused on the interests of Taiwanese women and ignored those of foreign domestic 
workers.  The Taiwanese government, by legalizing foreign laborers to gain their cheapness 
and obedience, has made discriminatory laws to regulate foreign domestic workers.  These 
laws place them as ‘second-class human beings’: their rights are limited and labor protection 
is absent.  In contrast to their lack of subjectivity in this chapter, in next chapter, I will 
present the subjectivity of Filipina domestic workers, focusing on their migration process.  
Moreover, I will also look at another two important controlling mechanisms on them: the 
broker and the employer.   
 

                                                 
15 Interview with the former Vice Minister of Council of Labor Affairs, 12/08/97.  
16 Interview with the organizer of Migrant Workers’ Concern Desk, 21/07/97.    
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Chapter Two 

Coming from the Philippines to Work as A Maid in 

Taiwan 
 

Backgrounds of interviewees 

For this dissertation, I conducted twelve interviews with Filipina domestic workers, of whom 
three were caretakers and nine were domestic helpers. According to the official statistics in 
August 1996, 65.66% of the foreign domestic helpers were aged 25-34, and 30.60 % aged 
35-44 (CLA, 1997:18), my interviewees being mostly in the former category.  Eight of them 
were in their 30s, three in their 20s and the oldest one was forty-one year old.  It means that 
my sample concentrated on the younger domestic workers.  Six of the twelve had gone to 
Taiwan when they were in their twenties.  Half of the twelve were married with children in 
the Philippines, and half of them were still single.   
 
As statistics shown in the same survey, 49.05 % of domestic helpers had graduated from 
senior high school, 38.37% had university degrees, 12.44% had graduated from junior high 
school (CLA, 1997:88).  In my interviewees, seven had attended university courses 
although three of them did not complete; three graduated from college, senior high school 
and junior high school.  The education level of the remaining two interviewees were 
unknown.  My interviewees had higher percentage of university education, compared to that 
of all the domestic helpers in Taiwan.    
 
Three of the twelve interviewees had worked abroad as domestic workers, and nine of them 
were going abroad for the first time as domestic workers.  The period they stayed in Taiwan 
ranged from 2 months to 4 years.  However, only one had stayed longer than 2 years and 
had thus became an illegal worker.  Half of them stayed in Taiwan more than one year but 
less than two years.  According to the regulations effective from July 1997, foreign domestic 
workers can work in Taiwan for two years, and extend the contract for one year more if 
both parties agree.  After three years, they can no longer return to work in Taiwan.    
 

Table 1.  Backgrounds of Filipina domestic workers in this research 

 
Name 17 Age Marriage18

, 
Children19 

Education Previous job First 
abroad 

Period in 
Taiwan 

Age on 
arrival 

Nancy 30s M, 4 University 
(not 

Office job, 
Domestic 

No  10 months 30s 

                                                 
17 Names that appear in the book are all changed to protect the interviewees.   
18 S means single, and M means married.   
19 Numbers of Children. 
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completed) worker in Hong 
Kong 

Judy 31 S, University Student Yes 3 years, 6 
months 

27 

Marina 31 M, 3 College Housekeeper Yes 2 years 29 
Grace 31 M, 4 University 

(not 
completed) 

Housekeeper  Yes 2 years 29 

Rose- 
marie 

30s M, 3 Junior high 
and 
vocational 
course 

Owning a 
Beauty salon 

Yes 1 year, 7 
months 

30s 

Lily 35 S Senior high 
school 

Domestic 
worker in 
Malaysia 

No  2 months 35 

Leona 30s S  Telephone 
secretary 

Yes More than 
1 year 

30s 

Linda 27 S University 
(not 
completed) 

Student Yes 1 year 26 

Sally 34 M, 1  Domestic 
worker in 
Middle East 

No   11 months 33 

Lucy 29 S University Nurse, Quality 
Assurance 

Yes 1 year, 7 
months 

27 

Regina 41 M, 2 University Running her 
business 

Yes 10 months 40 

Lorna 26 S University Teacher in 
Kindergarten 

Yes 1 year, 2 
months 

25 

Migrant experiences 

The Philippines’ economy is burdened with severe foreign debt.  In the Marcos period 
(1965-1985), corruption and failure of crony businesses caused the debt of the Philippines 
accumulate rapidly.  The foreign component rose from US $ 2.3 billion in 1965 to US $ 
24.1 billion in 1983.  In the early 1980s, recession and higher interest rates worldwide 
caught the Philippines with ballooning debt crises.  From 1986, President Aquino chose to 
honor all of the country’s debt so that the money paid to the debt service rose from 24.5% 
in 1986 to 44% in 1989.  Ramos, followed the Aquino’s strategies for the debt, including 
the structural adjustment policies in his prosperous ‘Philippines 2000’ plan (WRRC, 
1995:1-8).    
    
Structural adjustment policies are policies that the World Bank and International Monetary 
Fund prescribe to a government in debt to access loans.  The Marcos, Aquino, and Ramos 
governments took the general prescription as their core policies, which included export 
promotion, the reduction of government spending, privatization, wage control, removal of 



 25 

subsidies, etc.  Therefore, the poor were further impoverished by the lack of government 
spending for such key programs as agriculture, agrarian reform and education, and for such 
basic necessities as sanitation, health care, housing, and family planning services.  Workers’ 
wages were kept low so that their real wages continue to plummet.  Many people, especially 
women, were therefore being pushed into prostitution, overseas employment and other high-
risk occupations. The government’s policies encourage women to work abroad and 
Filipinas have become part of the country’s coping mechanism for the debt crisis  (WRRC, 
1995: 8-38).   
 
Low government spending, high taxes, and low income are among the financial reasons 
shaping Filipinas’ decisions to seek work abroad. These structural forces push them out of 
the Philippines and this was reflected in the accounts of my interviewees.  Among those 
affected by the minimal government budget of the Philippines are government employees like 
teachers, clerks, and health workers.  One third of my interviewees were in these 
occupations before migrating.  Three of my interviewees had already worked as domestic 
workers in other countries. The rest of them were students, housekeepers and 
businesswomen who also faced the financial pressures in the Philippines.  They firmly 
expressed the view that if they could find a good job with good pay in the Philippines, they 
would not like to work abroad.   
 
Lucy worked as a volunteer nurse in her hometown, and then she sought a job in Manila.  
She explained the situation in the Philippines, ‘It is very difficult to find a job in Manila if 
you have no backer, someone who can help you, for example in the government’ 
(Interview, 20/07/97). When she was a volunteer nurse, she did not think that she would go 
abroad to work; however, after she worked with very low pay in Manila, she recognized 
that she had to.     
            

Alongside the structural constraints, single women also have strong motivation to earn 
money abroad for themselves and their families.  Working abroad and earning money 
somehow means a way of leading to their independence.  Linda, aged 27, gave up her 
studies in the university to work abroad, saying that she thought working abroad would be a 
new and very interesting experience for her.  Lucy, aged 29, came to Taiwan when she was 
27 years old.  She said, “I earn money for myself, for my future.  If I marry, I would 
have something for myself.  If I am not married, my nephews would not take care of 
me because of no money” (Interview, 20/07/97).   
 
Married women that I interviewed usually had had their own businesses or small family 
businesses with their husbands before they worked abroad.  Most of them work abroad in 
order to expand their businesses, contribute to family expenses or pay the education fee for 
their children.  Rosemarie owned a beauty salon; however, the business went down after a 
volcano erupted at her hometown.  She went to Taiwan to earn money for the education 
fees of her daughter while her husband has worked in Saudi Arabia for nine years.  Sally 
earned money to support her family after her three years work in Saudi Arabia.  Grace did 
not want to work abroad, but her husband and cousins were cheated by a fake broker so 
that she had no choice but to earn back the money they lost by working in Taiwan. Nancy, 
who ran a business with her husband, needed more money as capital so she went to Taiwan.  
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Regina was a respected businesswoman in the Philippines.  After her business went 
bankrupt, she worked in Taiwan in order to return the money to those who made loans to 
her, and also to distance herself from the Philippines.   
 
Many interviewees chose to come to Taiwan because salaries were higher than those in the 
Saudi Arabia, Singapore, and Hong Kong.  However, in order to earn higher salaries in 
Taiwan, they had to pay higher fees to the broker.  Besides, social networking also 
influenced their decisions.  Lily and Leona went to Taiwan because some of their friends 
already worked there.  Rosemarie learned from her husband’s experiences that Saudi had 
very restricted laws for foreign workers, and he was not allowed to talk to other Filipinos.  
She chose to work in Taiwan because Taiwan was comparably freer than Saudi Arabia.  
High salary attracted Nancy, who had worked in Hong Kong and then went to Taiwan, but 
she did not like Chinese customs so that she was seeking jobs in Canada.   
 
The broker’s fee was high.  Usually, the Filipina workers I interviewed can only earn 2,000 
to 3000 Ps20 (US $ 70 - $ 105) per month in the Philippines.  The broker’s fee they paid 
ranged from 45,000 to 100,000 Ps (US $ 1573 - $ 3496).  Leona was the only exception.  
She only paid 15,000 Ps (US $ 524) because of direct hiring (without a broker).  One third 
of them paid 100,000 Ps in all including fees for visa, work permit, and health examination, 
etc. to work in Taiwan.  They borrowed the money from relatives, friends, banks or even 
brokers.  This debt was the most significant burden that forced them to accept all kinds of 
unreasonable working conditions because it was impossible to earn the needed level of 
income in the Philippines.  When they confronted abuses in Taiwan, they were likely to 
decide to suffer because of the size of their debts.   The debt and the contract made it 
difficult to return the Philippines without earning money from Taiwan.   
 

Sally worked for ten people in a five-story building.  She suffered from mental and physical 
abuses but she did not try to go home or fight for her rights because she was in debt and 
badly needed earn money in the Philippines.  When asked about whether she would need 
help from Migrant Workers’ Concern Desk, she said, ‘No.  I may also agree to extend 
the contract if my employer likes to’ (Field notes, 20/07/97).      
 
Lorna also had heavy workloads and she decided to stay because of the debt:  
 

(Do you know that you are working for ten people before you came here?)  No.  Before I came 

here, they [brokers] did not tell me there were so many people.  When I first arrived, everybody 

was at the living room, sitting there.  The first time, I just cried, ‘My God, I will go home.’  But, my 

debt...I was thinking about my debt.  A big amount.  That’s why I stayed.  And then, 

homesickness came, and many [many] things [came]...It’s hard.  It took me about six months to 

adjust to.  (Interview, 27/07/97).   

 

                                                 
20PS $ 1= NT $ 1 in September 1997.  However, the bank sells at the exchange rate: PS $ 0.9 = NT $1.  The 
minor variation means a great deal for Filipina workers.  If her salary is NT $15,360, the different rate may 
cause them to lose the equivalent of half a month’s salary in the Philippines.     
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Lorna’s case was typical among my interviewees. Most of the migrant women dreamed of 
earning money abroad and then having a bright future in the Philippines.  High salaries in 
Taiwan, compared with what they could earn in the Philippines and other countries, hid the 
fact that they came to undertake very tough and risky jobs as domestic workers and that as 
foreign workers they are going to be treated as second-class human beings.  In addition to 
these disadvantages, those brokers who took money from the domestic workers would not 
provide them with good service, the real working conditions are unknown at the time the 
arrangements are agreed, and the relationships with employers are still in question.  The 
Filipina domestic workers are gambling with their fortune: ‘May God bless me to meet a 
good employer!’  I do not regard the Filipina domestic worker as wholly a victim of this 
system as she might happen to meet a very kind employer and sometimes the money they 
earn in Taiwan does fulfill their dreams in the Philippines.  But, the structural constraints exist 
still and their life chances depend very much on the generosity of their employers and they 
have limited resources for self-determination.  In the next section, I will explore how the 
recruitment process involves further mechanisms of control by the broker and the employer 
over Filipina domestic workers. 
 

The gendered and racialized recruitment process 

In the recruitment process, placement agencies play a significant role.  First, they benefit a 
great deal from the migrant workers by the large broker’s fee paid.  Therefore, they develop 
and expand the domestic work market to gain more profit.  Second, they make matches for 
their customers21 and foreign domestic workers.  Their opinions are influential especially 
when it is the first time a household employs a domestic worker.  Third, if there are any 
arguments between their customers and foreign domestic workers, the agencies are 
expected to deal with them.  So, the principles that they are based on are critical to foreign 
domestic workers’ rights.  In this section, I will focus on the views of the placement agency 
and the employer in the recruitment process.  I will start by examining the way they 
commodify foreign domestic workers in order to promote consumption.  Then, I will 
scrutinize the rules, which govern the way they make arrangements.  Finally, I will point out 
that the views from placement companies showing the agencies are on the side of the 
Taiwanese employers, which further reinforce the isolated position of foreign domestic 
workers in Taiwan.  The sources in this section are based on publications and 
advertisements of placement agencies, and interviews with the brokers and my field notes 
based upon conversations with the placement agencies. 
 
There were around 200 placement agencies in Taiwan in 1997.22 In contrast to placement 
agencies in Canada, where they are usually family-owned or single-employee businesses23, 
in Taiwan, there are both large companies and small single-employee businesses engaged in 
this business.  The large companies usually have strong but informal relationships with 
                                                 
21 Basically, although both the employer and the domestic worker pay the placement agency, it is 
obvious that in the eyes of Taiwanese brokers, Taiwanese employers are their customers and foreign 
domestic workers are not.     
22 Interviews with broker A, 07/07/97, and organizers of Hope Workers’ Center on 01/08/97.  
23 Bakan, A. B., and Stasiulis, D., ‘Making the Match: Domestic Placement agencies and the Racialization 
of Women’s Household Work’, p 304.    
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government officials while small companies are those which have good networks either with 
customers or with governmental officials.  The advertisements of small placement agencies 
are quite brief, usually telling their customers how to prepare relevant documents for the 
application process, and the fee to pay.  However, large companies have a great deal of 
capital to develop all kinds of services.  One of the largest placement agencies in Taipei 
makes video catalogues for customers to choose domestic workers, publishes a magazine 
‘Filipina Maid’, organizes an ‘Employer Association’, and provides courses for Filipina 
domestic workers to learn how to cook Chinese dishes.  
 

Until now, most of the domestic workers in Taiwan have been Filipinos because they can 
speak English.  However, some companies recently have expanded their range of choice to 
Indonesia, so there are also advertisements for Indonesian domestic workers.  By 
contrasting different images of Filipina and Indonesian workers, I will analyze how the 
brokers represent the characteristics of Filipina workers to attract their customers. 
 
In contrast to the images of Indonesian workers who are depicted as obedient, quiet and 
clever, diligent, taking only two days off a month (which shows that they are willing to be 
obey the demands of the employers), Filipina domestic workers are represented as easy to 
communicate with (because they speak English while Indonesia workers do not), active and 
outspoken.  In these advertisements, Indonesian domestic workers are characterized as 
innocent and faithful because they will not gather together and therefore may be persuaded 
by other Indonesian workers to run away or to rebel.  These advantages reflect most of the 
dissatisfactions of employers with Filipina domestic workers.  Employers’ expectations are 
high, however, but the Filipina workers have far more individuality and autonomy than the 
employers expect.  Advertisements for Indonesian maids reveal the desire of the employers 
for loyalty and obedience rather than independence in workers.  But, there is no ranking 
between Filipina and Indonesian workers at present in Taiwan as in other countries since the 
latter cannot speak English.  This is the most significant disadvantage of Indonesian workers 
because there is no way of communicating with them within the household.   
 
In her article ‘The Social Construction of Gendered Migration from the Philippines’, Tyne 
suggested that “employers often request potential employees based not on skill, but rather 
personal characteristics (e.g. young, attractive and happy)” (1994: 603).  At certain levels, 
this argument can be applied to cases of Taiwan: the most popular terms that appear in 
advertisements are honest, cheerful, diligent and hard-working.  However, in addition to 
these personalities, Taiwanese employers also ask for skills that are much more than one 
should expect from an ordinary maid.  They have fantasies of a cheap but all-mighty maid.  
A broker told me that Taiwanese employers want maids who are obedient, who need no 
holidays, who can work twenty four hours and who are capable of doing everything 
(Interview with broker A, 07/07/97).  Employers chose a maid to fulfil their needs by 
referring to her education, working experiences, family backgrounds, and pictures, etc.  The 
following are the criteria from the employers I interviewed:  
 

“We needed a maid who has experience of bringing up children.  So, we wanted a mother, aged 

from 30 to 40” (Interview with Mr. Ho, 10/07/97). 
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“I chose those who were well educated.  I had employed Taiwanese maids to do the 

housework...[but] I did not trust them to take care of my children....Their standards are not very 

high.  [If] the Filipina maid I employ can work together with me to educate the children, it would 

be very helpful” (Interview with Mrs. Chang, 16/07/97). 

“I looked at her picture at first, she was selling vegetables in the rural area, I thought she should 

be that kind of person who is hard working and untiring.  I did not expect her to teach English, so 

I did not ask her level of education.” (Interview with Mrs. Wang, 22/07/97). 

 
A high level of education, a good mother, being diligent or, usually heard, being speak 
English-speaking; these are the skills in demand when a Taiwanese employer chooses a 
foreign domestic worker.  Although the broker would try to make matches according to 
these criteria, frequently foreign domestic workers are treated as a commodity.  A broker 
said that although these criteria of their customers are important in the recruitment process, it 
is difficult to consider individual needs.  The matches depend much more on the timing of the 
documentation process rather than employers’ preferred criteria.   
 

Even though placement agencies may not guarantee the choices of their customers, 
employers still have high expectations of a foreign domestic worker.  Taiwanese employers 
very often take it for granted that a maid should do everything in the household rather than 
assigned reasonable work.  It is common that although they employ a caretaker through the 
legal process, employers can ask her to do all the housework and childcare which are 
outside the job descriptions of a caretaker.  On the other hand, the Filipina workers are not 
well informed about the family they work for.  At first, they expect to work in Taiwan 
according to the terms and conditions given in the contract of employment, but it is not the 
case.  The first Filipina domestic worker to return to the Philippines did so because her 
actual work was outside contract job description (United Daily News, 31/12/92).  An 
interviewee also mentioned the experiences of her friends to me, “sometimes some 
agencies told us that your child in Taiwan is like this, like that.  But, when they come 
in Taiwan, [there are] many, many [children]” (Interview with Rosemarie, 25/07/97). 
 
The placement agencies always take the side of their customers, the employers in order to 
enhance their business. They try their best to persuade their customers that they can provide 
the best service from a foreign domestic worker for the least money.   For example, they 
may say that it is not necessary for the workers to have a day off every week or that if a 
spare room is not available for the maid, she may sleep in the living room (Field notes on 
16/07/97).  This type of advice is quite disadvantageous for the rights of foreign domestic 
workers.   
 
The gap between the expectations of foreign domestic workers and those of their employers 
causes problems in their relationships and when problems arise, the advice from the 
placement agency play an important role in mediating between them.  When there is any 
trouble between the employer and the Filipina domestic worker, the placement agency will 
send one of their employees to solve the problems.  This is an important service that 
placement agencies provide; some large companies have consultant departments, 
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specializing in communications between workers and their employers.  Ideally, 
communication with both parties is to negotiate in the best interests of both sides; however, 
unequal power relations in the recruiting process exist.  The advice and suggestions from the 
agencies are pro-employer.  Although brokers would ask the employer to give some respect 
to the worker, to allow her a period of time to adapt to the new environment, to praise her 
when she corrects her mistakes, to take care of her when she feels lonely, they also suggest 
that the employer should not spoil her.24  When the brokers meet employers who have very 
strict working standards for the maids, they can only suggest that the maid admits she is 
wrong even though it is not true; otherwise the maid will be fired and sent back to the 
Philippines.  One broker summed up their principle honestly, ‘it does not matter whether 
she is right or wrong.  As long as she comes to Taiwan to work, she is a second-class 
citizen in Taiwan even though she spent lots of money to come here’ (Interview with 
broker A, 07/07/97).    
 

In this chapter, I introduced the backgrounds of Filipina domestic workers in this research.  
Compared to all the domestic helpers in Taiwan, they were younger and with slightly higher 
percentage in higher education.  They migrated from the Philippines due to the structural 
forces caused by the government of the Philippines and then put onto Filipinas.  They 
worked in Taiwan, enduring the unhappiness and suffering for their bright future for 
themselves and their families in the Philippines.  The heavy debt tied them to the 
unreasonable expectations of the employers and unfair treatment from brokers.  The brokers 
regarded foreign domestic workers as second-class human beings and the employers 
regarded them as all-mighty maids who could shoulder all kinds of heavy workloads.  In 
next chapter, I will examine the working conditions of Filipina domestic workers and 
compare it with those of Taiwanese domestic workers to see how the working conditions 
are shaped by their disadvantages in ethnicity, gender and class.     
 

                                                 
24A Discipline Book for Filipino Maids, 1997: 89-91, Taiepi: SAHUCMC.   
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**Words for Filipina domestic workers: about brokers and employers 

Brokers  seem to be the only person that you know in Taiwan when you first come to work.  
I met some nice brokers who were young employers of the recruitment agency and tended 
to be very caring for domestic workers.  They would try their best to help workers if they 
could.  I also some met some tricky brokers who only think about earning money and did 
little for Filipina workers.  It is nice to establish good relationships with brokers.  But, it is 
also not wise to expect brokers to solve all the labor disputes for you since they have their 
own business interests or constraints as employees of recruitment agencies.  They would like 
to maintain a stable relationship between you and your employers and ask both parties to be 
tolerant with the situation, usually with preference to employers’ interests. 
 

As my research suggests, Taiwanese employers might have very high expectations of 
domestic workers.  It is, then important to show them constantly that you should have 
reasonable workloads and working hours.  Try to negotiate skillfully rather than endure 
heavy workloads silently.  If you do not speak for yourself, it is not possible for the 
employer to decrease their expectations on you automatically.   
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Chapter Three 

The Competing Relationships of Filipina and Taiwanese 

Domestic Workers 

 
In this chapter, I will present the working conditions of Filipina domestic workers in order to 
discuss their unprivileged working situations as ‘Filipina maids’ in Taiwanese society.  
Moreover, I will compare their working conditions with those of Taiwanese domestic 
workers to show how class and ethnicity effect these two groups of women differently.  
Since Filipina domestic workers reduce the working opportunities of Taiwanese domestic 
workers, there exists obvious tension between them.  I will also show that how the 
competing relationships between them are shaped by the forces of gender, class and 
ethnicity. 
   

Working conditions of Filipina domestic workers 

1. Work contents 

Filipina domestic workers are responsible for housework and child/elderly care.  
Housework includes washing, cleaning, laundry and cooking.  They have to clean the 
kitchen, bathroom, bedrooms, sweep and mop or scrub the floor, washing clothes, dishes, 
and children as well as cooking three meals for the whole household.  Most of the Filipina 
domestic workers felt that it was difficult to cook Chinese dishes at first, but they also had to 
adjust to it and cooked for the whole family.  Childcare varies between tasks like bathing a 
five-year-old child or extensive responsibilities such as taking care of a baby for 24 hours a 
day.  A domestic caretaker has to take care of the patient, and she is responsible for the 
cleanliness, diet, activity and all the other needs of the patient.  Although her main duty is to 
look after the patient, she has to perform the housework as well.  In Taiwan, most of the 
domestic workers are not responsible for shopping because language difficulties make it 
difficult to discuss prices with vendors.   
 
2. Work schedules 

Working hours differ from household to household. However, all of the domestic workers 
interviewed worked more than eight hours.  Housework is never-ending and the maids are 
told to clean and keep the house tidy all the time.  In the worst situation, the interviewee 
worked from 5:30 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. with only one hour’s rest.  The usual schedule for a 
domestic helper is preparing breakfast, sending children to school, cleaning, laundry, 
preparing the lunch, washing up after lunch, rest in the afternoon for a while, playing around 
with children, preparing the dinner and then, washing up after dinner, the end of the daily 
work.  The schedule of a domestic caretaker is not very different from that of a domestic 
helper.  The main difference is that they have to take the patient as the first consideration.  
Their long working hours also means that they rarely have free time of their own.  In addition 
to the normal working schedule, they may also need to prepare a night snack for employers 
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or to serve guests.  Moreover, on some occasions, such as the reunions of the family at 
certain Chinese festivals, the domestic worker also have to serve and cook for all the 
relatives and guests. 
 

3. Welfare: days off, sickness leave, and holidays  

According to the contract, the domestic worker should have a day off every week, usually 
on Sunday.  They should also get allowance if they work on Sunday.  One day off is the 
most controversial issues between the employer and the domestic worker. Seven of the 
twelve Filipina domestic workers that I interviewed have Sunday off every week.  However, 
this percentage cannot represent all the situation of Filipina domestic workers because I 
conducted most of the interviews on Sundays.  Some of them could choose to have a day 
off or not but those who did not have a day off every week said it was not possible to 
negotiate with their employers.   Most of them expressed the view that it was important for 
them to meet friends on Sundays.  The day off means not only a rest from a heavy workload 
but also a chance to contact other Filipinos or attend the church, which is a very important 
mental support.   
 

However, the importance of Sunday off is not recognized by all the employers.  Although 
one employer interviewed felt that when the maid had a day off, he and his family could 
enjoy their own family time being together, or some employers respected the importance of 
Sunday off to the maid, most of the employers disliked the domestic worker's Sunday off.  
The main reason was fear of the workers becoming more aware of their rights. They said the 
maid will 'become bad' or 'less obedient' because the workers might compare the working 
situation with each other and then came to ask for more salary or other benefits. The other 
reason was that they had to conduct all the housework or child/elderly care by themselves 
on Sunday.   
 

Some families showed their kindness to the maid by taking her to a high-class restaurant or 
going on holidays together with her.  However, the workers still get to work even on the so 
call ‘holiday’ or ‘special meal’ with the maid.  Lily said that her employers would take her to 
the restaurant when they came back from a holiday.  After the dinner, children jumped up 
and down stairs in the restaurant, and she would still be responsible for taking care of them.  
A dinner for her did not mean that she was off work at the dinner.   
 

Although the employer would go to see a doctor with the maid, they may not feel like to give 
her sick leave.  Lorna complained that it was useless to see a doctor since she can not get 
any rest.  In order to cope with the endless work, workers tend to endure all kinds of 
sickness and hope they can overcome the sickness.  Health insurance provides little help for 
the worker.  Although there is a health check for all foreign workers every six months, it is 
not for the health of the worker; rather it is designed to protect the ‘health environment’ of 
Taiwanese society. 
 



 34 

4. Sexual harassment 

Although domestic workers are easily exposed to sexual harassment, the interviewees in my 
research seldom said that they were being sexually harassed by their male employers.  This 
might be because I was not very familiar with the Filipina domestic workers.  Most of the 
Filipina workers said that they had close relationships with the female employer and they 
usually kept distance from the male employer since he was usually not at home or very silent.  
In some ambiguous situations, the worker would explain her experiences in another way 
rather than harassment.  A worker who only had a male employer said that sometimes the 
employer would pet her shoulder or bottom, but she would explain it as a joke or she 
thought that he was missing his mother or sister.  Another worker, whose male employer 
usually wore underpants in the house, felt that it was unusual and she was not respected.  
 

5. Salary and salary deduction 

The salary of a domestic worker is the same as the basic wage of native workers.  
However, it is too low to live in Taiwan just by that wage.  In 1997, the salary was NT 
15,360 (US $ 537) per month for a foreign domestic worker25.  Among my interviewees, 
the highest salary was NT 18,000 (US $ 629) per month.  But, a live-in Taiwanese 
domestic worker was usually paid NT 30,000 to NT 35,000 (US $ 1,048 - $ 1,223) per 
month, and a day-work Taiwanese domestic worker was paid NT 20,000 to NT 25,000 
(US $ 699 - $ 874) per month.   
 

Most of the workers paid half the broker’s fee before they came to Taiwan and paid for the 
rest by salary deduction in Taiwan.  Therefore, half of the salary in the first six months was 
paid to the placement agencies.  Moreover, they also had to pay tax26 and health insurance 
in Taiwan.  Thus, domestic workers actually kept a very limited part of salary in the first 
year.  Some employers followed the suggestion of the placement agencies to deduct a 
savings deposit from their salaries. The employer used it as a means to prevent the worker 
from ‘escaping’.  Since the savings account was in the name of the employer, the worker 
may not get back the deposits although this had not happen to my interviewees.       
 

6. Supervision  

When a domestic worker first arrived in the household, her employer would direct all of her 
tasks.  The Filipina domestic worker had many things to adjust to cooking, cleaning, and 
usage of all kinds of equipment.  In this period, some employers spent lots of time teaching 
and directing the worker and it was a very tough period for the worker because the 
employer supervised everything.  After that, they started to work on their own and were 
only supervised by their working result, rather than the process. In a household with dual 
career employers, the domestic worker would have less supervision.  However, if there 

                                                 
25 The salary only raises NT 480 in these two years.  The salary in 1999 is NT 15840, equal to US $ 477 at 
the exchange rate of 1: 33.2 in Feb. ‘99.    
26If a foreign domestic worker lives in Taiwan less than 183 days for the first year, she has to pay 20% of 
her salary, i.e. NT 3072 for the tax.  However, if she stays longer than 183 days for the first year, her 
salary would be less than the lowest income standard so that she does not have to pay the tax.   
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were elderly people at home, the domestic worker was more likely to be supervised by 
them and are controlled in the working process.  A domestic worker’s work would be 
supervised by every adult in the household, but the criteria differed from person to person. 
There were also employers who had no clear idea of what their tasks should be; then they 
wished the maid to do whatever they felt necessary to do.  
 

7. Food and accommodation 

The employer should provide with food and accommodation for the domestic worker.  All 
the Filipina domestic workers that I interviewed had their own accommodation, but 
sometimes the room was shared with their charge.  Although the employer provided them 
with food, many Filipina workers said that it took a long time for them to adjust to the 
Chinese food.  Many of them had experiences of starving before they adjusted to the food. 
Some employers felt that it was the maid's problem if she could not adjust to the food, 
therefore, they did not provide anything for her more than what the employer ate.  Although 
some kind employers would say that they could cook whatever they wanted, but class 
hierarchy at home stopped domestic workers doing so.  One domestic worker was not 
provided with food; she got NT 500 (US $17.5) every month for food allowance while the 
basic standard for eating out was about NT 3000 (US $ 105) for an adult in a month.   
 

The eating arrangement of the domestic worker is another domain, which shows the unequal 
power: the employer can decide the eating arrangements of the maid.  When the household 
was small, it was usual that the domestic worker ate together with the employer, especially 
in the case of caretakers.  When it was a large household, the worker seldom ate together 
with the employer's family.  Sometimes, the employer and maids ate together for lunch or in 
informal occasions that few family members were around.  Some employers might ask the 
maid to eat with them in a big household, but many workers never did so. From the views of 
the maid, it was not always necessary to eat together.   Sometimes they felt freer if they did 
not have to eat with their employers, but sometimes they felt degraded if they were asked to 
eat after the employers and to clean up the dishes.  It depends on the contexts.  No matter 
how the eating was arranged, the worker was supposed not to eat very much and to clean 
up all the dishes.  All these arrangements depended on the whim of the employers.   
 

Taiwanese domestic workers 

Taiwanese domestic workers are usually elderly women and have worked as domestics for 
a long period.  By the time the government legalized foreign domestic workers, the majority 
of Taiwanese domestics were aged 40 and above.  They are usually women with low 
education who badly need the money to support their families or themselves.   
 

The three Taiwanese domestics I interviewed were aged 55, 52 and 44.  They had worked 
as domestics for 40, 15 and 12 years respectively.  Guoma started her life as a domestic 
when she was 15 years old.  Being a girl growing up in a large family, she migrated from a 
rural area to Taipei City to earn her living as a domestic.  Both Ahwa and Mrs. Liu started 
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to work as domestics after they married and faced economic difficulties due to the birth of 
the children and the limited income that their husbands earned.   
 

In their forties or fifties, they still looked for jobs as domestic workers not only because they 
needed the money to support themselves or their family but also because they were used to 
being economically independent.  The situation of these Taiwanese domestic workers 
reflects the vulnerable situation of poor and elderly women: they live independently with 
limited economic resources and worked in the informal sectors, which means that they can’t 
get any protection from the legal system.   
 

Working conditions of Taiwanese domestic workers    

Taiwanese domestic workers both do live-in and live-out domestic work.  However, those 
who employed a live-in Taiwanese domestic were usually very rich families.  They paid NT 
30,000 to NT 35,000 (US $ 1048-1224) per month for a live-in domestic who could be 
responsible for both housework and child care.  Day work is a more usual form of 
employment.  They work half a day for the salary of NT 15,000 to NT 20,000 (US $ 524-
699) or work twelve hours for the salary of NT 20,000 to NT 25,000 (US $ 699-874) per 
month.  The contents of work could be just housework or childcare or both.  Both work 
contents and salary are negotiated between the employer and the domestic.   
 

Usually, Taiwanese domestic workers worked without formal supervision.  After an initial 
orientation, they started working right away without any training period.  Since they were 
experienced domestic workers, the employer seldom cared about how they worked; they 
were usually supervised by working results.  Supervision reveals the power that the 
employer had over their employees.  Moreover, in the occupation of domestic work, 
supervision was to some extent degrading.  To be asked about whether they were 
supervised by their employers, Guoma strongly expressed her opinion, ‘if she has to do so, 
then I won’t do this job’ (Interview, 07/08/97).     
 

Both Guoma and Mrs. Liu had worked as live-in domestic workers for many employers.  
The workload was heavy because the employers were usually rich and had big houses, 
gardens, cars, dogs, etc. to clean and wash.  In her latest employment, Guoma worked from 
six in the morning until ten in the evening, sometimes until twelve at midnight when she first 
worked there.  The working pattern of a live-in domestic implies that she is likely to lose her 
freedom of going out in the working days.  This situation applied to both Guoma and Ahwa.  
On the other hand, their rich employers provided them with spacious accommodation and 
food, which they ate together.  Of all their employers, there was only one employer who did 
not ask Ahwa to eat with members of the household.  The emotional support was strong.  
Their employers usually treated them well in contrast to their heavy workloads and low 
salary.  However, the emotional support was why they liked to continue working there.  
They felt that they were respected and regarded fondly as a domestic worker by the 
employer and other family members.   
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When Guoma was asked why she did not negotiate for higher wage since she worked so 
hard, she said, ‘if you don’t accept it, other people are waiting there for this job.  They 
provided me with food and accommodation. That’s enough for me’ (Interview, 07/08/97).  
Guoma had limited negotiation power because she worried the difficulties of finding another 
job and she had no where to stay if she lost the job.  However, she quit her job when her 
health had a downturn because she could no longer live in mountain areas, where many rich 
people live. 
 

Mrs. Liu worked as a live-out domestic worker for the same employer for ten years.  She 
worked for twelve hours for her employer and went home to take care of her children in the 
evening.  She felt the workloads were increasing; she was asked by the employer to wash 
an aquarium and ceiling lamp array, which were not part of her working duties.  She quit the 
job two years ago not only because of her poor health but also because of the worsening 
relationship with the employer.  
 

Comparison of domestic workers of different ethnicity 

To sum up, the Filipina domestic workers that I interviewed were provided with food, had 
their own accommodation, worked at least ten hours, were responsible for housework and 
child/elderly care, were supervised by every adult in the household although with various 
degrees of supervision, and had a salary at basic wage standard. In the case of live-in 
Taiwanese domestic workers, they were also provided with food and accommodation, long 
working hours, heavy workloads, and earned low salaries.  Both of them were provided 
with accommodation although sometimes they slept in the same room as with children. 
Although both of them lost freedom when worked as live-in domestics, the same culture and 
language make it easier for Taiwanese workers to endure the isolation in the household.  
Different cultural backgrounds made food, cooking, eating arrangements and Sunday off 
become an arena, where Filipina workers and their employers competed for power.  
 

Both Filipina and Taiwanese domestic workers are exposed to sexual harassment because 
of the private nature of this occupation.  However, this is less heard of among Taiwanese 
workers.  This may be due to that fact that Taiwanese domestic workers’ working 
conditions are unraveled at current stage, or maybe because Taiwanese workers are not so 
helpless - compared with Filipina workers - in this situation. They are free laborers who can 
quit the job if necessary.   
 

In the case of live-in domestics, both Filipina and Taiwanese workers work for long hours.  
Once working as a live-in, they are on demand 24 hours.  If they can rest at night without 
disturbance from their employers, this is regarded as a kindness.  However, the supervision 
of domestic workers differs.  Taiwanese workers tend to be supervised by their working 
results while the situation of Filipina workers vary depending on the family structure.  In dual 
career families, Filipina workers are less supervised in the working process because their 
employers are busy.  In a household with elderly members who do not work, the Filipina 
maid is very likely to be supervised, sometimes according to strict criteria.   
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Both Filipina and Taiwanese workers are low paid in Taiwan although Taiwanese workers 
seem to earn higher salaries than Filipinas.  Filipinas are only paid by minimum wage.  For 
Taiwanese, minimum wage has limited effect to protect workers from exploitation27 because 
it is well below the average living standards.  The salaries of Taiwanese workers are higher 
than minimum wage but are just enough for workers to survive in Taiwan.  Since the living 
expenditure in Taiwan is much higher than that in the Philippines, in fact, both Filipina and 
Taiwanese workers are low-paid.  After the legalization of foreign domestic worker, the 
domestic labor market leaves few working opportunities for Taiwanese workers, which 
makes their incomes unstable.  Their higher salaries decrease their competitiveness in the 
labor market and they therefore become unemployed.  The phenomenon of high 
unemployment28 of Taiwanese domestic workers demonstrates that what the government 
claimed that Filipina domestic workers have a supplementary rather than replacing effect on 
Taiwanese workers is wrong.  
 

The comparison between Taiwanese and Filipina domestic workers has illustrated that it is 
difficult to conclude in a word which group of women is better off.  Taiwanese domestic 
workers can negotiate their working conditions and salary with the employer, while the 
secondary legal status of Filipina workers disables their negotiating ability.  Taiwanese 
domestic workers can quit the job if they are not satisfied with the working situation.  In this 
sense, they are free laborers who can control their own labor. By contrast, Filipina domestic 
workers have no freedom and come to be controlled by their employers due to their 
secondary legal position in Taiwan.  They become cheap and obedient workers and 
employers benefit from that.  Nevertheless, it is the ‘legal position’ that makes domestic 
work come to be recognized as work in the formal sector.  Domestic work is work that 
should be paid, and work that should be regulated by contract.  Although Filipina domestic 
workers are disadvantaged by contracts that bind them to one employer and thus are 
vulnerable to abuses, they are legally guaranteed by contracts to be provided with the food, 
accommodation, living expenses, the minimum wage and health insurance29 in Taiwan.  By 
contrast, Taiwanese workers have to negotiate these basic conditions on their own.  They 
also have to pay the health insurance by themselves.  However, for both Filipina and 
Taiwanese workers, the most essential working conditions, including the working hours, 
workloads, day off, and sickness leave, etc. are both negotiated by personal power rather 
than the laws.   
 

                                                 
27  Businessmen in Taiwan have made minimum wage a very tricky regulation.  In the factory the 
‘minimum wage’ (NT 15,360), in reality, includes basic wages at the rate of NT 5,000 per month, extra 
shift payments at the rate of NT 10 per hour, and all other fringe benefits for employees.  They work 
overtime to gain the minimum wage. (Interview with the organizer of TGWWC, 09/07/97).  
28 I can not deduce a suitable unemployment rate for this group of women since the official statistics do 
not have such categories.  However, when I interviewed the Taiwanese domestic workers in the 
placement agency, there were around ten unemployed domestic workers waiting for suitable working 
opportunities there.  They came every day.  It is said by the head of the agency that they hardly ever 
found jobs after Filipino domestic workers entered the labor market.     
29 The employers are advised to pay the health insurance for the domestic worker but only 81.9% took 
out the insurance (CLA, 1997:81).   
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Table 2.  The comparison of Filipina and Taiwanese domestic worker’s working 
conditions 

 Filipina Domestic 
Workers 

Taiwanese Domestic 
Workers 

Common 
Disadvantages to 
Workers 

Wages (live-in) NT 15,360 
per month + living 
expenses 

(live-in) NT 30,000-
35,000 per month + living 
expenses 
(day work) NT 15,000- 
25,000 per month 

low paid 

Food & 
Accommo-
dation 

guaranteed guaranteed in live-in, 
not provided when day-
work 

losing freedom when live-
in, paid less when day 
work 

Health 
Insurance 

81.9% of employers paid 
for insurance (CLA, 
1997:81) 

self-support not guaranteed any sick 
leave or medical 
treatment when sick or 
injured. 

Working 
conditions 

regulated by contract, 
non-negotiable 

not regulated by law, 
negotiable 

working hours, contents, 
workloads, are not 
regulated by law 

Control of 
Labor 

controlled by employers free laborer  

Results cheap & obedient labor expensive labor but with 
few working 
opportunities 

 

 

Gender ideology plays a part in formulating this situation.  These non-regulated working 
conditions manifest the ‘nature’ of domestic labor.  Domestic work is gendered work.  
There is no working hours, no sickness leave, and no day off.  It is repetitive, heavy loaded, 
time consuming, and low-paid (or unpaid).  Moreover, it requires physical labor and usually 
emotional involvement.  Be they wives, daughters, native or foreign domestic workers, 
domestic work is to serve the needs of the man/head of the household and his children 
twenty four-hours a day and seven days a week.  It is still not regarded as real work that 
needs regulation of working hours, sickness leave, day off and overwork.  The government, 
which is dominated by men, does not feel it is necessary to definite the contents and scope 
of domestic labor for domestic workers 30.  This also reflects many men’s attitudes to 
“women’s” domestic labor. 
 

In the employer-employee relationship, both Filipina and Taiwanese domestic workers are 
structurally powerless.  They have little to say about the wages, working hours, working 
schedules, day off, and eating and living arrangements, etc.  Nevertheless, Filipina and 

                                                 
30 Right at the beginning of the legalization, the government has provided a standard contract for 
employers’ and brokers’ references at the recruiting process.  However, until now, the government has 
not provided a standard contract for employers and foreign domestic workers to regulate terms and 
conditions between them.    
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Taiwanese domestic workers have different power relations with their employer according 
to their different class identifications and social positions in Taiwan. 
 
In the case of Taiwanese domestic workers, they have relatively stronger resources to 
choose and reject the working conditions from employers by negotiating before accepting 
the job and quitting when the circumstances permit.  As long as they decide to take up the 
work, they begin to establish reciprocal relations with employers. Although Taiwanese 
workers tend to recognize class differences and accept their secondary positions in the 
household, they also expect the employer to treat them with respect, which is shown in 
working without the mistress’s presence.  On the other hand, the employer tends to use 
emotional support in exchange for the loyalty and steadiness of a Taiwanese domestic 
worker.  Taiwanese domestic workers have been engaged in this occupation for a long time 
and have accepted the class hierarchy between them.  But, they usually work with dignity 
and gain emotional support from the employers. 
 

The interactions between Filipina workers and their employers show another pattern.   
Filipina domestic workers are bound by the working contracts and their debts so that they 
do not have as strong a power as Taiwanese domestic workers have.  Moreover, many 
Filipina domestic workers are people with high education or middle class backgrounds31, 
who found it difficult to accept the differences set up by class and ethnicity in the employer-
employee relationship.  This makes the interaction pattern subtler and more complex, and is 
thus difficult to judge whether Filipina workers are well treated or ill-treated.  For example, 
people tend to think that if a Filipina worker eats with employers, it means that the employer 
treats her well.  However, I find that when a Filipina domestic worker did not have a good 
relationship with the employer, to eat separately would be a way of asserting dignity rather 
than eating with her employer.  In some other cases, a Filipina domestic worker might have 
little work to do and have good relationships with her employer, but she was forbidden to 
use the telephone and had to eat after the employers did.  In the case of Lorna, she was 
provided with food, ate together with the employer, was free to use the telephone, had her 
own accommodation, had a day off every Sunday, got her salary every month, and had 
good relationships with the employers.  Nevertheless, she gained all these by working twelve 
hours a day and taking care of a seven-month baby day and night.  She did not have sick 
leave and dared not complain that she had too much work because she was afraid of the 
contract being terminated.  Further subtle power relations between Filipina domestic 
workers and their employers will be elaborated fully in the next chapter.  Here I want to 
state that many of the Filipina domestic workers I interviewed found it unendurable to 
accept the class hierarchy in the household.  It seems that Filipina workers are formulating a 
new class-consciousness and identity in the experiences of working in Taiwan regardless of 
their different backgrounds in the Philippines.   
 

In this chapter, I have presented the working conditions of Filipina and Taiwanese domestic 
workers.  It is difficult to draw a conclusion about which group is better off.  It appears that 

                                                 
31  There are Filipinas who employed maids in the Philippines, coming to Taiwan and working as 
domestics whereas Taiwanese domestic workers are usually poor and un-educated women. 
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their working conditions are both poor and it might be a result of the intersection of their 
class and ethnicity.  Moreover, they are both disadvantaged by the gendered construction of 
domestic labor of those who are in power, usually men.  Legal status plays a significant role 
limiting the resistance and resources that Filipina workers can draw upon while the working 
opportunities of Taiwanese domestic workers are exploited.  The high education or middle 
class backgrounds of many Filipina domestic workers shape different relations with their 
employers.  Taiwanese workers tend to accept the class differences in the household while 
Filipina domestic workers tend to reject it.   Filipina domestic workers in Taiwan are 
formulating a new class identity.  In next Chapter, I will focus on Filipina domestic workers’ 
relationships with their employers to elaborate how the power relations of gender, ethnicity 
and class intersect in the interpersonal encounters in the household.   



 42 

 
Chapter Four 

Power Relations within the Household: 
 The Intersection of Gender, Class and Ethnicity 

Are we sisters in struggle?  
In this section, I will discuss how domestic labor transfers from one woman to another 
woman by looking at why a Filipina domestic worker was employed and how the domestic 
labor was re-arranged in the household.  The following analysis is based on the interviews 
with members of four households,32 - the Lees, the Changs, the Wangs, and the Hos -, and 
their domestic workers.  
 
Both Mrs. Lee and Mrs. Chang were part-time or full-time housewives responsible for 
managing the domestic labor and childcare before employing a Filipina domestic worker.  
Their husbands were successful in business and spent little time at home.  The gender 
division of labor followed the rigid man-breadwinner pattern.  After they employed a 
domestic worker, the domestic work gradually becomes the maid’s work.  However, both 
Mrs. Lee and Mrs. Chang thought that they were still doing the housework because Mrs. 
Lee now could make more cookies and Mrs. Chang had more time playing with children 
and in a good mood.  Both of them became the house-managers while all the heavy and 
routine jobs were done by domestic workers.  Mrs. Chang explained her situation, 
‘Domestic work should be everybody’s business.  We should not employ someone to 
do housework...To employ a maid is to share the housework.  My friends and I all 
think that we should do the housework together’ (Interview, 16/07/97, my emphasis).  
Nevertheless, the reality is that: first, the husband seldom stayed at home so that the 
domestic work is not everybody’s business but woman’s business; and second, the 
domestic worker takes on heavy and routine work so that they do not share housework.   
 
The Wangs, living with parents-in-law and two children aged six and four, spent very little 
time at home.  The mother-in-law was responsible for all the housework and childcare 
before they employed a maid but when she was sick and stayed with other relatives, the 
Wangs employed a Filipina domestic worker.  The maid did the work of the mother-in-law.  
However, when the mother-in-law returned to health and came back home, the Wangs 
found it unnecessary to have a maid and decided not to extend the contract. 
 
Before employing a maid, Mr. and Mrs. Ho shared the housework and arranged a nanny for 
their children.  When the Hos could not find a nanny for the money they like to offer, Mr. 
Ho’s sister persuaded him to hire a foreign domestic worker.  The main considerations 
were: first, they were cheap to hire, and second, they could do housework and take care of 
children for long hours.  Mr. Ho was persuaded by his sister but Mrs. Ho felt that it would 

                                                 
32 I interviewed five households for this research.  Four out of five households employed a domestic 
helper, and the other one employed a domestic caretaker.  The following analysis is based on the 
situations of domestic helpers rather than the caretaker since she lived separately with her patient only.   
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be strange to have a ‘foreign woman’ to live in the same house.  However, at the insistence 
of Mr. Ho, they employed a Filipina domestic worker.   
  
In the four cases, there exists the ‘woman’s guilt’ of not carrying out domestic work.  Mrs. 
Lee and Mrs. Chang emphasized that the maid is to ‘share’ the housework rather than 
replace their role as housewife.  This shows their anxiety in employing maids to perform the 
work that they are supposed to do.  Mrs. Wang felt guilty if she did not help mother-in-law 
do the domestic work and Mrs. Ho also felt guilty about her children if she can not take care 
of them because of her work.  Hidden behind these women’s guilt are the social 
expectations of women carrying out housework and child/elderly care.  Domestic labor is 
women’s work, not everybody’s in the household.  The domestic work is always shifting 
from women to women: from mother-in-law to wife, and from wife to maid.  In this sense, 
all women share the same structural position to do domestic labor although at different 
levels.   
 
The following cases show that the existence of Filipina maid does not totally free Taiwanese 
women from domestic labor.  The gendered construction of domestic labor has not yet 
changed.  It is still the wife that to be expected to and carries out domestic and care work 
when the maid is off or when the maid fails to perform the job well.  Lorna’s conversation 
with her employer reveals the first instance.   
 

But only sometimes, on Sunday, my employer said, 'Lorna, Sunday, I am trouble[d].'  'What [why] 

are you trouble? Mom, you just stay at home.' 'No, the baby is all around me.'  It's only easy for 

me because in the six days I will be trouble like that (Interview, 27/07/97).  

 
Nancy was regarded as making many mistakes in taking care of the baby, such as giving it 
the medicine at the wrong time.  Mrs. Ho was very angry at this situation and worried very 
much but could rarely do anything to it. Mr. Ho, who insisted on employing a maid, did not 
want to face the problem.  Neither did he want to spend more money on childcare 
employing a nanny whom they felt trustful, nor did he sacrifice his career to spend more time 
on his children.  He told his wife to tolerant the situation until the child grew up.   
 
Not only the domestic work transferred from women to women, the oppressions on 
Taiwanese women are also transferred to Filipina domestic workers.  Two out of twelve of 
my interviewees endured very unreasonable working criteria and were maltreated. Three of 
them were asked by their employers to wash clothes by hands even though they had a 
washing machine and to scrub the floor rather than mopping.  Regina stated her experiences 
with anger,  
 

(Do you think your employer have reasonable criteria for your performance?) No.  Even if you 

don’t do anything wrong, she shouts at me.  When we have nothing to do, if I am outside, she 

wants me to go inside, and if I am inside, she wants me to go outside.  I don’t know where to 

place myself.  I keep a distance from her.  As I told you, what comes in her mind, she wants to do 

that right away. She saw me, [and] said ‘come.’  I went near her, [then] she said, ‘you go out’ 

(Interview, 20/07/97).  
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On such occasions, the maid becomes a person over whom a Taiwanese mistress can 
exercise her limited power. These employers are women more than 70 years old.  Many old 
women in Taiwan were deeply influenced by the idea and fact that ‘a daughter-in-law would 
become a mother-in-law one day.’  In the traditional Chinese household, the mother-in-law 
could exercise her power over the household and could especially treat the daughter-in-law 
very strictly.  The daughter-in-law may endure all the unreasonable treatment in the hope 
that she will become the mother-in-law some day and then gain the power.  In the three 
cases, it seems that the employers tried to reproduce the unreasonable social hierarchy that 
was on them onto another woman, the Filipina maid.  The abusive treatment of a maid 
reflects the anxious and uncomfortable feelings of the employer who was a daughter-in-law.  
The once-powerless woman is now transferring her suffering to another woman and 
enjoying the rare moment of power in her life.  The relationship between the maid and the 
mistress also reflects powerful/powerless, well-treated/ maltreated experiences of her 
mistress. 
 
When labor for love becomes paid work... 

When asked about what were her unhappy experiences, Lorna answered immediately, 
‘Working all day.  Overtime. Too much work’ (Interview, 27/07/97).  Why does a 
domestic worker have so much work to do?  How does this fact reflect the position of the 
wife at home?  And how does the nature of the work change when it is performed by a maid 
rather than a wife? What is the difference when the work is done by a wife and a maid? 
 
No matter how privileged and wealth she appears, a wife 33  is supposed to perform 
housework and child/elderly care.  Housework has been complained about its “monotony 
(doing the same thing over and over); fragmentation (doing a series of unconnected tasks); 
mindlessness (thinking of things other than the task at hand); excessive pace (rushing from 
one task to the next); and social isolation (being alone in the house too much)” (Oakley, 
quoted in Glenn, 1986:166).  And care work is even more tiresome and restless.  However, 
housework is invisible.  When it is done, nobody sees it.  It only can be seen when it is not 
done.  A woman’s work at home is to make all the dirt unseen and to care for the family 
members with love, which is bound by social expectations.  Taiwanese women not only bear 
these expectations but also internalize these ideas to perform the work.  Their time and 
energy are divided by all the family members without any awareness.  When they fail to 
perform housework and caring roles at home, they feel guilty.   
 
When a Filipina worker enters the family to do the housewife’s work, she partially reflects 
the life of a housewife.  The domestic worker is now responsible for the housework and 
caring role, which were supposed to be performed by a wife.  Working all day and working 
overtime - the complaint of a Filipina domestic worker - reflects the working situation of a 
wife.  The wife’s domestic work is not seen and is not regarded as work until it becomes 
paid. 
 

                                                 
33It does not matter whether she does paid work or not.  A working woman is also a housewife (See Liu, 
1996).    
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Basically, domestic work is similar when it is done in the Philippines and in Taiwan.  Many 
Filipina workers said that the work was not very different from what they did in the 
Philippines.  As a woman in the Philippines, they were used to domestic labor regardless of 
their education backgrounds.   
 

(How do you like the job?)  I don’t like it.  But, actually, my job is not that heavy.  As if I am in the 

Philippines in my brother and sister’s house, washing clothes for my brother, cleaning house for 

my sister, taking care of my nephews.  It’s the same, and it is not really very difficult. (Interview 

with Lucy, 20/07/97). 

 
(Don't you feel strange to work as a domestic helper since you have a university degree?)  No.  

It's all right.  I did housework at home.  Housework is all the same.  There is no difference 

working here and working at home.  It’s all housework.  And now, I can even get pay.  I don't 

have pay when I did these work at home.  Why not?  (Field notes about Judy, 16/07/97). 

 
Nevertheless, the workload of a paid domestic worker is much more than that of a wife.  
The work criteria rise: cleaning, washing, and laundry have to be done every day.  The 
invisible nature of housework also makes it difficult for a domestic worker.  It is easier now 
for any family member to complain of the visibility of dirt since the work is paid.  The 
payment means that if a domestic worker fails to make the dirt unseen, she is unqualified and 
should not get the payment.  The money secures those who do not carry out domestic work 
from guilt and they are eligible to give orders now.  It is usual that people just leave all 
undesired dirt to the maid.  Therefore, the workloads of a maid become even heavier than 
that of a wife.   
 
When the domestic work is performed by a live-in Filipina maid... 

When domestic work becomes the responsibility of a live-in paid worker, the first thing that 
they find difficult to adjust to is the lack of autonomy.  They do not have freedom: they can 
not eat what they want to eat, can not go wherever they want to go, and can not talk to 
friends.  If they have some free time, it is due to the employer’s ‘generosity’.  
 

(If you are unhappy with the working situations, what do you do?)  ‘Even I am unhappy with it, I 

have to do it. It is my job.  Even though I feel painful [sick or sad], I feel I have to work, that's 

why sometimes I think about in the Philippines, [if]I am sick, I [am] in bed. While here, if I am sick, 

I have to work. Where here, you have to work.  At home, I am the boss’ (Interview with Grace, 

22/07/97). 

 
The Filipina domestic workers not only lose their autonomy but are also isolated at home.  
The housewife may lose contact with the wide society and become isolated because she is 
confined with children and the housework at home.  The isolation of a Filipina domestic 
worker is worse than that of a housewife due to the nature of her work and language 
difference.  
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Few people in Taiwan speak English while Filipina workers speak Tagalog and English.  
Language difference restricts communication between the domestic worker and people in 
the household. It makes Filipina domestic workers even more isolated in their workplace, 
the employer’s household.  Grace expressed her frustration with her female employer, which 
was caused by language difficulties:      
 

 ‘Maybe I’ve done something wrong, what I hope is we can talk face to face together, telling me 

what she doesn’t want.  But...she does not have to call the agency.  I can understand that she 

can not express what she wants, but... I can see that’s my unhappy experiences, because I am 

trying very, very hard to be...maybe I have a mistake...but, it’s OK.  All people make mistakes’ 

(Interview, 22/07/97). 

 
The language barrier sometimes benefits employers.  Mrs. Lee regards it as the positive 
reason for her to employ a Filipina maid.  She said,  
 

‘It is fine because when I talked to my husband about what happened in the household, she is 

not able to know.  And, when I educate the children, the child won’t feel ashamed in front of her 

[the maid].’ (Interview, 25/07/97).    

 
However, the language difficulties sometimes made the Filipina worker very uncertain about 
her position because she did not know whether she behaved well or not.  She knew that she 
was being discussed but did not know what the employers thought of her.   
 

(I think it's very tough because you have to be sensitive to other people's emotions.) ‘Yes, 

especially when you feel they are angry with you and you don't know the reason, then you [are] 

mentioned...oh, what did I do?‘ (Interview with Grace, 22/07/97).   

 
If Love/Sex + Labor = Wife, what’s the difference between us?   

In addition to the physical labor, a wife performs emotional labor in the family.  Emotional 
labor is regarded as the most special characteristic of a wife.  A wife is different from a maid 
because she does domestic labor with love.  If the live-in domestic worker provides 
emotional labor, what would happen?  Can the maid replace the wife?  Is there any tension 
between the wife and the maid?   
 
The Filipina domestic worker provides emotional labor, especially when she is responsible 
for caring for children or the elderly.  The maid usually has strong ties with her charges.  
Therefore, some ‘experts’ who are studying the impacts of Filipina maids on children34 
express a fear that a mother’s emotional labor will be replaced by a Filipina maid.    
 
Based on similar reasons, any relationships between the male employer and the Filipina 
domestic worker become the object of very suspicion.  When the wife’s position was built 
on the sex/love relation with the husband, there are always tensions between the wife and 
                                                 
34 See the news reports on United Daily News, 04/04/96 and Central Daily News, 01/07/96. 
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the domestic worker.  If there were love or sex relations between the maid and the master, 
the mistress would lose her position as a wife.  Any ambivalent emotional and physical 
crossing must be prevented.  Therefore, the brokers always gave advice to the maid to keep 
away from their male employers:   
 

(Do you get any training before you came here?)  Yes, the agencies told us some experiences of 

working, how to deal with tax, the relationships with employer, etc.  They told me to have good 

relationship with mistress.  If she likes you, you can stay long.  And not to be close to the master.  

It's true.  (Field notes about Linda, 13/07/97).  

 
Before coming here, we have seminars about dealing with relationships with husbands and wives 

and the agency told us that most important was when dealing with the wives, not to provoke 

jealousy in respect to the husband.  Many cases abroad, like in Singapore or Middle East, mostly 

the madam of the domestic helper is jealous with [of] them, because they [the maid] are very 

close to the men, their boss. So...It’s not good to be close to the men, it’s better to be close to the 

wives, so that you can stay longer.  That’s the advice in the agency.  (Did you try to do that?)  I 

am doing. [Laugh]  That’s really I am doing.  A man is a man, if you are close to a man, especially 

I am a Filipina, you deal with a jealous people, you don’t have the same culture like that.  

(Interview with Nancy, 17/07/97).  

 
The wife uses various strategies to deal with the perceived relationship.  Mrs. Lee and Mrs. 
Chang were housewives and worried less because their husbands had few chances to be in 
contact with the domestic workers.  Mrs. Wang did not worry since her parents-in-law 
were always around home.  She also drew a quite clear class and ethnic line between the 
maid and the family members.  She thought that the Filipina maid was different from the 
Taiwanese, so the husband would not like to have any relationship with her.  In the Ho 
family, Mrs. Ho worried about the possibility but she could not do anything about it because 
she spent much of time working outside the home.  The domestic worker, who sensed the 
unusual tension between them, also kept away from the husband.  Although Mr. Ho 
explained that he avoided the ambivalent situation by not communicate with her in person, 
his behavior said another thing: the maid complained that Mr. Ho always wore brief 
underwear at home, which made her very uncomfortable.  This pattern shows that the maid 
and mistress relationship is reproducing the competing relationship between two women 
which was caused by a man.  However, the husband was rarely blamed. 
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**Tips for Filipina domestic workers: How to face moody accusations from the 
employer?  

 I usually heard about unreasonable accusations that employers have of workers.  It is 
important not to take it too seriously or to regard it as your fault.  Working and living in an 
unfamiliar family is a very tough job, especially when both men and women in the household 
do not respect domestic workers as workers.  Sometimes the accusations are just outlets of 
family members’ dissatisfaction with each other.  Sometimes unsolved family problems will 
spread all over members in this household, and one would criticize the other for failing to 
supervise the maid well.  Bear in mind, it is not your work performance that cause them to 
argue.  You should not feel guilty for that.  The language difference also makes it stressful to 
see family members argue.  But, you can also take it as an advantage: not to care about 
what they are arguing about.  If it is directly related to your work, they certainly will come to 
tell you how to improve in the future. 
 
 

Relationships within households: class distinction and class formulation 
To discuss the relationships between maids and mistresses, class issue must be addressed.  
There are different patterns of interaction between them but there still exist class differences.  
In this section, I start with different patterns of interaction in the households to present 
different interaction models.  Then, I will look at how the concept of ‘one of the family 
members’, working on the other way, reveals the class distinctions between the maids and 
other family members.  Finally, I will elaborate that the class differences are in the process of 
formulation either on the side of Taiwanese employer or the Filipina maid.  The dependency 
of employer family on Filipina maids makes the formulation lasting. 
 
Relationships between women: businesslike and emotional control patterns  

Within the four households, Mrs. Ho and Mrs. Wang worked full time and spent a great 
deal of time on their work, while Mrs. Lee and Mrs. Chang were housewives with strong 
networks and very rich social lives.  According to their different patterns of interaction with 
their maids, I, borrowing Romero’s (1992) concepts, categorize the former as a 
‘businesslike’ relationship and the latter as a pattern of ‘emotional control’.  The mistresses 
had different lifestyles and thus had very different attitudes to the maids they employed. 
 
In the businesslike relationship, there is little communication between the employee-
employer and the mistress had less time at home to supervise their working process.  This 
relationship maybe good for a live-out domestic worker but it was problematic in the 
context of the live-in domestic worker in Taiwan.  The distrust between the employee-
employer and the little communication between them mean the businesslike relationship can 
be very distanced and raise suspicions.  Therefore, when any conflict comes, it is usually 
perceived by workers as class differences or racial discrimination.   
 
Mrs. Wang maintained a businesslike relationship with her domestic worker, Grace. They 
did not communicate with each other and Mrs. Wang did not trust Grace.  Their relationship 
was weakly built on the decision of Mrs. Wang to consider Grace’s performance only rather 
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than her personality.  The family members suspected Grace stole something from the 
household, but Mrs. Wang decided it was not important and then ignored the complaints.  
She said,  
 

‘I don’t know whether she stole something.  But, I have to believe that she did not.  I tell myself 

that if I did not find something lost, that thing must be not important for me.  Otherwise, I will 

have to stay at home looking at her all the time’ (Interview, 22/07/97).     

 
It is obvious that Mrs. Wang accepted the suspicion of other family members, but she kept it 
for herself and established a distanced relationship between them.  The businesslike 
relationship is cool with no communication.  The employer has strong power to control 
every aspect of the live-in worker’s life.  Mrs. Wang felt that the workload of Grace was 
not heavy so that she gave her only one day off in a month.  Therefore, when Grace asked 
for one more day off, Mrs. Wang was angry and refused her to receive any incoming phone 
calls. The mistress would exercise her power over the maid to display her authority and 
reinforce the class differences.   
 
The Hos stayed at home less than 12 hours a day, and they also had a businesslike 
relationship with Nancy.  Nancy had a heavy workload but she was not supervised and had 
some freedom when the employer worked outside the home.  The communication between 
the worker and the employer was limited.  Living under the same roof with limited 
conversation, Nancy felt that she was different and was not trusted by her employers. The 
businesslike relationship came along with the discrimination against her; she said ‘I am not 
close to the woman and I am not close to the man, the same.  Racial discrimination 
because I am a maid, that’s it.’ (Interview, 17/07/97). 
 
In contrast to the distant and suspicious businesslike relationship, Mrs. Lee and Mrs. Chang 
had much more emotional involvement with their domestic workers.  Both of them were 
housewives so that they were able to spend more time with their children and their domestic 
workers.  They said that domestic work was their responsibility and they just employed 
maids to ‘share’ it.  They paid much attention to their maids and maintained a good 
relationship with them.  They took the issue of ‘how to manage and have good relationship 
with the maid’ as a task which is as important as to have good relationships with their 
husband and children. Both of the maids mentioned that they were treated as a member of 
the family and had very good relationships with their mistresses.  None of the domestic 
workers felt that they were used by the employers.  Mrs. Lee and Mrs. Chang showed their 
affections to their maids because an equal and respectful relationship would not let them feel 
that they were oppressing another woman.     
 
There was also a household that provided plenty of emotional support to the worker on the 
one hand, but gave her a very heavy workload on the other hand.  Lorna worked in a 
household for ten people.  She had to clean six rooms, three floors, laundry for ten people, 
and was taking care of a two-year-old child for twenty-four hours.  
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Lorna’s working hard won her employer’s heart.  ‘My employer told me, “Lorna, I 
worship you.”  “No, don’t say worship.  Just say ‘appreciate’.  Worship is for the 
God. A holy word. Why?”  “Because you are too strong.”’  Then, Lorna interpreted her 
feelings, ‘They say they like me.  Of course they like me...I do everything for them...We 
eat together.  Sometimes I am shy because they serve me the food.  That’s my 
medicine.  You can not say they are against me.  They are good.  Even though I am 
hard in working, it is just OK because I never heard the bad words’ (Interview, 
27/07/97).   

 
In this case, the emotional support was a result of Lorna’s hard work.  Their relationship 
was based on the reciprocal exchange of labor and affection.  These cases reveal that the 
workload and emotion support are two different things. Even though the employer may be 
emotionally attached to the domestic worker, the workload may not necessarily change.  
Therefore, in the live-in employee-employer relationship, it seems that the ‘emotional 
control’ pattern benefits the domestic worker more than the ‘businesslike relationship’ 
because the live-in style has already implied that the employer could request the maid 
whenever and whatever they wanted.  However, to avoid any ambivalent circumstances, 
emotional labor should only be supplied by the mistress rather than the master.  Women’s 
emotional labor is exploited again by the needs of the whole family even if she employs a 
Filipina maid.   
 
“We are a family, aren’t we?”   

In either patterns of interaction, all the mistresses explained that, ‘she is a member of our 
family’.  On the one hand, the maids are told by brokers to call their female employer 
‘Mom’, male employer ‘Sir’, mother-in-law of the female employer ‘Amah (grandmother)’ 
and father-in-law ‘Agong (grandfather)’.  On the other hand, all the family members, 
employers or children alike, call her by her name, thus positioning the maid in the lower 
sector of the hierarchy of the employer family, similar to the position of a child.  ‘Mom’ 
implies the supposed intimate relation with her female employer while ‘Sir’ is a distant but 
respectful one.  The children call her by name, which from the view of Taiwanese custom, 
means transgressing in the kinship hierarchy, but from the view point of western culture, is 
usual and acceptable.  Filipina domestic workers mostly grew up in a westernized 
environment so that the calling by name does not violate their identity.  But, for a Taiwanese 
child, the calling by name already implies transgression and disrespect.   
 
Is a Filipina maid a member of the family?  The naming in the household already suggests 
that she is a degraded and secondary family member.  Filipina maid is usually at similar age 
with her female employer but the latter does not regard her as ‘my sister’ rather requires the 
maid to call her ‘Mom’.  The paternalistic naming implies the class differences between 
them.  Emotional attachment, even though appearing little in the businesslike relationship, is 
exercised together with authority to control the Filipina maid.  In the case of businesslike 
relationship, Nancy’s contract was about to be terminated but she was not informed until a 
week ago.  She said, ‘my Mom says she loves me.  She says I am a member of the 
family.  But, they are going to send me home without informing me’ (Field notes about 
Nancy, 24/08/97).  In the situation of emotional control, the relationships are not reciprocal: 
the ‘Mom’ has the rights to know the lives and problems of the maid.  However, it is 
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impossible for the maid to ask those of the mistress unless she reveals herself to the maid.  
The class distinction between the maid and herself is an important index to position on both 
sides. 
 
Nevertheless, the class distinction was a dynamic process in formulation rather than a fixed 
expectation of the Taiwanese mistress.  Mrs. Lee is a good example. Mrs. Lee did not have 
a maid until she employed a Filipina maid and then had four consequently.  She explained 
how she learned to adjust to the relationships with a maid.  At first, she had very loose 
expectations of the first maid, and the only clear one was to take care of her youngest 
daughter when she was busy.  Mrs. Lee tried to show her respect to Filipina maids so she 
used ‘Miss Phil’ to mention the Filipina workers when she talked to me, while the common 
usage in Taiwan was ‘Filipina maid’.  She also took care of her maid, taking an interest in 
the maid, her background, her family, her friends, etc.  She said that she was very nervous 
about having a maid.  Once she was out and thought that her maid was alone at home, then 
she brought home McDonald’s hamburger home just for the maid.  Having experienced four 
different maids, currently she did not treat the maid as her child, who needed to be under her 
protection.  She gave the maid certain jobs, concerned only about the work performance of 
the maid, and did not intend to understand all the relatives and lives of the maid to show that 
they were close friends.   
 
Mrs. Wang also changed her attitudes to her maid.  She decided not to extend the contract 
of Grace, her first maid.  She felt that she did not have strict criteria for her at first, therefore, 
Grace did not work particularly hard as a good worker should do.  If Mrs. Wang could 
restart again, she would like to have a clear work schedule and tasks for her maid.  
 
The other family members were not used to having a maid at home, neither.  When Grace 
followed the instructions by the broker to call Mrs. Wang’s parents in law ‘Amah’ and 
‘Agong’ (grandmother and grandfather), they laughed because Grace, who was only six 
years younger than her female employer, had to degrade her position to the equivalent of a 
six year old child.  They were amused by the new hierarchy at home but they did not try to 
change the situation.  Grace still used ‘Amah’ and ‘Agong’ and called the female employer 
‘Mom’ as all the Filipina domestic workers did.          
 
By contrast with Mrs. Lee and Mrs. Wang, Mrs. Chang had employed some Taiwanese 
maids to do the housework before she employed a Filipina maid.  She knew how to assign a 
task for a maid.  Since she felt the Taiwanese nanny was too ‘low-class’, she decided to 
employ a Filipina maid with a BA degree in education.  The FDW policy made it possible to 
fulfil such a high criterion for a nanny and the class differences were formulated between two 
women with same class background through international labor migration. 
 
The class formulation within the Taiwanese household is very likely to continue since they 
depend very much on the maid.  According to the official survey in 1996, 94.49% 
employers would continually employ foreign domestic workers after their present contracts 
expired (CLA, 1997:106).  My interviews have consistent results.  Three out of four 
households will continue to employ maids.  The Wangs were the only exception saying that 
they did not want to employ one in the near future.  However, this is because the parents-in-
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law will be responsible for the domestic labor.  Mrs. Lee was aware of her and other family 
members’ dependency on Filipina maids, but she could not do anything to alter this situation:   
     

‘I do not know whether I will employ one again.  Many people are spoilt after employing a 

Filipina maid.  Both the adults and children are spoilt.  They feel that they do not have to any 

[house] work at home and depend on the maid quite a lot.  Most of people will continue the 

employment over and over unless they hired someone who was very bad.’  (Interview with Mrs. 

Lee, 25/07/97).    

 
The class distinction is being formulated not only in Taiwanese households, but also among 
Filipina domestic workers.  I’ve mentioned in Chapter Three that Filipina domestic workers 
of high educational backgrounds find it difficult to adjust to the secondary roles that 
Taiwanese employers assign to them.  In next section, I will show how these degrading 
behaviors based on class differences in connection with the metaphor of ‘the other 
uncivilized ethnicity’ work on Filipina domestic workers, and how they resist the unfair 
treatment.  I believe that a new class and ethnic identity as Filipina domestic workers is 
being formulated in Taiwan.    
         

**Take domestic work as a profession 

It is difficult for many people to adjust to such degrading positions that Filipina domestic 
workers experienced in the Taiwanese household.  Romero’s book Maids in the U.S.A. 
(1992) suggests to me that it is important to establish workers’ self-identity as professional 
workers of domestic work.  On the basis of this, workers can negotiate for working dignity 
in the labor process.  Although the Chicano maids that Romero studied were day-workers, 
rather than live-in maids, it is still worthy of making efforts to take domestic work as a 
profession and thus to win respects of employers. 
 
I would also like to ask Taiwanese employers to assign workers reasonable workloads, 
within reasonable working hours and proper Sundays off.  It is also essential to treat foreign 
domestic workers as respectful workers.  It is such a shame for some Taiwanese being so 
selfish and ethnocentric to humiliate or mistreat foreign workers such as I describe in this 
chapter.  
 
 

Downgraded as a Filipina maid 
A Filipina domestic worker carries out degrading domestic labor in the household, under the 
unequal power relations as a member of the lower class, and she is also downgraded as a 
Filipina maid.  From the guidance The Foreign Domestic Helper Habit Guidance which 
was provided by the broker for the employer, we can see how the Filipina domestic worker 
is connected with dirt, which is similar to what I mention in the previous chapter that they are 
seen as a source of disease.  This book has two parts.  It starts with sanitary habits.  They 
are told to brush teeth, wash their hands with soap, take a shower every day, and trim 
fingernails and toenails, etc. It represents a Taiwanese imagination of non-white foreigners 
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that they come from under-developed areas and are dirty.  Therefore, the first thing to learn 
is to keep them clean.  The second part of the guidance is about the living etiquette at home 
and at public.  At home, they are told to obey employer’s request, and try to entertain the 
visitors, etc.  In public, they are told to wear neat clothes, not to throw rubbish anywhere, 
keep out of mischief, not to make noise in public place, obey traffic regulations, etc.  These 
teachings are quite common in children’s school textbooks.  The efforts to ‘educate’ Filipina 
maids with such teachings reveal the fact that the Taiwanese people regard Filipino workers 
as ‘uncivilized’ and ‘uneducated’ foreigners.  However, the imagination is far away from the 
reality, Filipina domestic workers are well-educated workers from a westernized/civilized 
country. 
 
Working without dignity 

Many domestic workers felt that they were looked down upon and degraded when 
working.  Lucy was a registered nurse and went to Taiwan working as a domestic 
caretaker.  She felt very overlooked and frustrated when her professional knowledge was 
not respected by her employer.   
 

 I said, ‘why I am here, I am a registered nurse.’  It’s really degrading.  You feel so down. ...After 

the second heart attack [of the patient], I am really not satisfied with myself because I can not be 

a nurse here.  Because I can not do what I want.  He always tells me what to do.  ‘Please place 

this back.’  I said should say ‘No. I am not supposed to do, it’s my duty’. ...One morning, I said, 

'Sir, mom, mom is not awake.'  [She raised the voice and became very speedy on the following 

stories.]  ‘Why?’  ‘I don’t know.’  Then, my patient was already in coma. And you know what?  

He went to the clinic.  I said, ‘Sir, we will go to the hospital, not in the clinic.’ ...[After six hours in 

the clinic], then, the doctor said, you can go to hospital now.  So, you see, if he went directly to 

hospital, we do not have to wait so many hours.  I can not tell him because I am not the one to be 

followed.  He is the one because he is the boss and he is the doctor and nurse of his mother. 

(Interview, 20/07/97).   

 
Lorna had even more degrading experiences as a Filipina domestic helper.  She ate with her 
employers at home, but when they went out to eat, she had to stand there to serve them.  
Her employer showed her off to his friends by degrading her. In front of his friends, the 
employer asked her to clean the shit of the dog, which was not her responsibility.  Lorna 
was very embarrassed and her employer and friends then laughed at her. 
 
Regina’s story also explained that how she was degraded by her employer,  
  

‘She doesn’t want to see my clothes hanging, just like this morning, last night, I wash some 

underwear I hanged it of course.  And this morning, I forgot to take it out.  I was surprised she 

got up early because she used to get up late.  She got up early and she saw it.  Call me, 

‘Regina… ” The daughter downstairs offer me sometime to hang my clothes in her house.  It’s 

just easy for everyone to tell me just be patient.  But, in the market you know, everybody knows 

us.  You know why?  Because people used to see us, she is having a dog with her.  Even though 
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you have a pet, you love it, right? She can’t even treat me as a pet dog.  Shout… I don’t know 

how to place myself.  When I walked behind her, ‘Tzo –la, tzo-la’ [Go, Go.]. ... everybody knows 

her and her children know that because the neighbors keep on telling them. They say you are 

lucky to have your worker, she is very kind.’ But, I give up.  Maybe it’s not the only way of 

earning money.’  (Interview, 20/07/97).   

 
In these cases, Filipina maids were degraded in the metaphor of a dog and dirt (shit and 
underwear).  They were asked to make the dirt unseen, (to clean the shit and to hide her 
underwear) and their employers gained power from giving these orders.  Sometimes, even 
the guests thought that they had the right to give orders to the Filipina maid.  The following 
example is Lorna’s experience,  
 

When the girlfriend of her brother comes, she said, ‘[clean] twice in the evening and in the 

morning.’  But, I did at first. [It happened] when I first came.  So, I was still working at 9.00 in the 

evening and I had a baby [who] is almost 7 months [to look after].  (Interview, 27/07/97).   

 
The Taiwanese exercised their power over a Filipina by the equation of ‘maid’ and 
‘Filipino’.  They thought that they gave orders to a maid.  However, I suppose, they would 
not try to give orders to a Taiwanese maid who was only responsible for cleaning the host’s 
house.  These degrading orders are given on the assumption that they are Filipina maids and 
it is unlikely to happen to Taiwanese maids.   
 
Struggling to work with dignity  

Although suffering from degrading treatment, Filipina domestic workers are not totally 
victims.  They also try to use limited resources they have to fight back.  How did they do?  
Lucy won back her dignity by her professional knowledge.  
 

After the attack, maybe he trusts me already and he thinks that I can handle his mother.  When 

he said, I will do this.  ‘No.’ I said.  ‘OK’ he said.  My ward can’t swallow.  She can only drink 

juice.  I say, ‘OK, just a little’ (Interview, 20/07/97).    

 
Lorna used her fluent English to fight.  The girlfriend of the brother was teaching  children 
English.  But, after the open communication with the whole family, Lorna showed them that 
her English was much better than that girl. Now, the girlfriend did not give any orders to her.   
 
However, because the Filipina domestic workers owned limited resources, the struggles 
were under many constraints.  If they fight with the employer, they would probably be 
sacked. Therefore, sometimes they can only leave the words in their own mind.   
 

Before, everything I just did it, because I was afraid of him sending me back.  But, in side was 

very, very… insulting.  But, now I already…  never mind. … If he doesn’t like my cooking, I say, 'I 

did not do cooking for you, but I come here to take care of your mother.'  (Did you tell him that?) 

No, just a joke, I am afraid.  I said it to myself sometimes I said it aloud in my own language.  Just 
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keep the pain inside, does not let it out. (Interview with Lucy, 20/07/97).  

 
Sometimes, when Filipina domestic workers felt unhappy, they would use the final tool they 
have, going home, to against the power exercised over them.  Going home shows the power 
of their free will.  Going home also means that the worker is going to fight for their right 
regardless of the result.  Although few workers do go home, the idea has provided them 
with the strength to prove that they still have some dignity as a Filipina worker in Taiwan.   
 
“Even she [the mistress] said that ‘don’t go there until you finish your work’, but I miss 
home, I also go [to see a Filipina friend].  It’s payment, anyway, I have already half my 
payment.  The other half, if they want me to go home, it’s OK for me.  I can see my family.  
But, ...luckily, I stay, so my boss has patience with me.  So, I can’t say anything to them.  
They are good, compared with my friends’ ” (Interview with Grace, 22/07/97).   
 

“My father, they gave me financial aid already.  I am about going home, but still not yet 

finish… They said, ‘you’d better come home and you will be happier.’  Because my children miss 

me.  But, if only I found a good employer, I would not thinking of going home . That time I 

signed the contract, it was my desire to work for two years. But, I signed only one year, then I 

can extend it.  But, because of those sad experiences, [and] because [if] I will continue working 

for another year, I can feel that something might happen to me.  I maybe go home not in normal 

mentality also“ (Interview with Regina, 20/07/97). [my emphasis].   

 
The home provides a sense of belonging, and the home is where they feel needed.  This is in 
contrast to how they are treated in Taiwan: they feel degraded and unwanted regardless of 
the reality that the family they worked for depends very much on them.   The desire of going 
home also shows their identity as Filipinas.  As Lorna expressed:  
  

I want to find a job but I don’t want to live here.  You really want to go back your home.  Even if 

you are in Hong Kong, in Taiwan in Saudi, you want to return to your country.  There is no place 

like home.  I want to go home now.  I hope it is October already. (Interview with Lorna, 27/07/97).  

 
Support and resistance 

However, before the dreams of going home come true, being unprivileged in Taiwan, 
working degradingly as a foreign maid, Filipina domestic workers suffer from homesickness, 
stress, depression and loneliness.  They usually feel unhappy and usually cry.  But, the 
comforts of meeting other Filipinos, the strength gained from believing in God and attending 
Sunday mass, the support from family in the Philippines, and sometimes the affection for her 
charge, bring them strength to continue their work.  The support network of Filipinos plays a 
very important role in their working lives in Taiwan and has been mentioned over and over in 
the interviews.    
 

Of course people cry.  Not only me, also my daughter, also my husband.  Sad, very lonely. But, 

even I feel so lonely, I went to church.  I talked to perish, I talked my problem.  Of course it’s 
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problem right? Yeah, and the father told me, ‘oh, you just pray.  You ask our Lord.’  After [that], I 

pray.  No , no more problems.  In the train station, sometimes we talk about the life, after that the 

funny story.  We laugh, laugh, all day long.  Sometimes I went to the park to take pictures to send 

my husband, send my daughter, just like that.  (Interview with Rosemarie, 25/07/97).   

 

Oh, no, they [my employers] do not know I cry in the evening.  Just like the song, crying in the 

pillow.  Because we miss our homeland in the Philippines.  So, every Saturday I am very happy.  

Tomorrow is Sunday, I am going out and I feel relax.  If I meet Filipino, we just like in the 

Philippines.  That’s why we like to meet each other  (Interview with Lorna, 27/07/97). 

 

(So, how can you cope with the pressures?) I wanted to tell you again, that I thank the God for 

giving me these people, my friends here. This is my outlet.  No more else (Interview with Regina, 

20/07/97).  

 

I always cry.  I am so sad here.  (Whom do you have best relationship with?)  The five year old 

girl....Sometimes I cry alone in my room, she asks me 'why are you crying?' 'Because I am sad.  I 

miss home.'  Then, she would ask me not to go to the Philippines.  The child brings me some 

comforts. (Interview with Sally, field notes on 20/07/97). 

 
Friends and churches are especially important resources that support Filipina domestic 
workers’ resistance.  NGOs such as the Migrant Workers’ Concern Desk and Hope 
Workers’ Center that help migrant workers are religious institutions.  They started the work 
from every Sunday’s contacts with Filipino workers and hope these organizations can 
enhance the rights of foreign workers.  However, the support network of Filipina domestic 
workers that I interviewed sometimes becomes an outlet rather than a mechanism that forges 
their resistance.  Sometimes, it is due to the vulnerable situations of Filipina domestic 
workers.  After knowing Sally was suffering from heavy workload, I suggested her to ask 
for some help, but she rejected:   
 

 (Have you told anybody about your suffering?)  I can go out from 15.00 to 16.00 every afternoon 

and come back at 15.45.  I usually go to visit a friend who brings her charge to English school.  I 

only told all my suffering to her.  (Have you told the sisters or Fathers?  Maybe they can pray for 

you.) No.  (You can also go to the representative of Migrant Worker Concern Desk over there. 

Will you go?)  No.  I may also agree to extend the contract if my employer wants (Field notes 

about Sally, 20/07/97).  

  
The struggles of Filipina domestic workers are still at the individual level.  Although they gain 
support from family, friends, and churches, they still face these daily struggles in person.  No 
organizational forces have been formed by Filipina domestic workers either because of the 
private nature of domestic work or the constraints of their legal status.  To enhance the 
collective resistant power, Filipina domestic workers or those who want to help them could 
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draw on the common oppressions of class, ethnicity and gender that they experienced in 
Taiwan to forge their strength, fighting for their rights. 
 

**A reminder for workers: establish your social network 

It is important to establish your own social network in Taiwan.  I hope that I am not being 
paternalistic in saying this.  I remember that one of my interviewees said that she did not find 
any Filipina friends for the first ten months.  The isolation and loneliness were unbearable.  
To expand your social network in the cities, you can try to find other Filipina workers at 
local Catholic Church, community park or when you throw the garbage out at night. 
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Conclusion 

 
In this book, I have set out the social positions of Filipina domestic workers and their 
resistance in Taiwan at both macro and micro levels to answer the question of ‘whether 
Filipina domestic workers are winners or victims of international labor migration.’  Different 
dimensions involved in this issue are examined: Filipina domestic workers’ migration 
process, working conditions, and power relations in the household together with their legal 
status and the way they are perceived via the views of Taiwanese employers, brokers, and 
government officials.  I also discuss their resistance and strategies for survival in a gendered, 
racialized role as a Filipina maid in Taiwan.  
 
Previous studies and reports on Filipino workers in Taiwan are unsatisfactory because their 
subjectivity was rarely given a voice.  The images of Filipina domestic workers in the 
newspapers and in the eyes of most Taiwanese people were related to disease and dirt.  
The laws confined the working rights of Filipino workers rather than protected their working 
conditions.   
   
Filipina domestic workers in this research were generally young, educated migrant women 
who sought work abroad due to the economic crisis in the Philippines.  To gain money for 
their family or themselves, they entered the gendered role as a maid working in Taiwan.  To 
fulfil their dreams, they borrowed a great deal of money to pay the broker’s fee and the debt 
thus limited their choices of terminating the working contract when abused.  In Taiwan, they 
were framed by legislation and perceived by the employers and brokers as secondary 
human beings and thus had limited working rights.   
 
Their working conditions in Taiwan were far from satisfactory.  They endured long working 
hours, heavy workloads, limited time off, no welfare and sickness leave, and possibly 
physical and mental abuses to earn wages 30% below that of Taiwanese domestic workers.  
They also undermined the working chances of Taiwanese domestic workers and were 
displacing Taiwanese domestic workers in the domestic labor market.  The comparison of 
their working conditions with those of Taiwanese domestic workers showed that the former 
was double disadvantaged by workers’ gender and ethnicity.  The discriminatory laws of 
Taiwan provided little protection for them and their working conditions were poor, 
sometimes very strict and unreasonable.  The language and cultural differences also created 
difficulties in adjusting to their working environment. 
 
Although we have seen many structural constraints of gender, class and ethnicity operating 
upon Filipina domestic workers, these differences were in a process of formulation.  Filipina 
domestic workers came from different backgrounds and were now forming their identity as 
Filipina domestic workers in Taiwan.  Taiwanese employers were also adapting to a new 
family hierarchy in the household.  Domestic labor was undesirable labor that was 
transferred from woman to woman and now became the Filipina maid’s work.  A wife in the 
household differentiated her role from a maid by reinforcing the class, gender, and ethnic 
differences between them.  Employing a Filipina maid did not solve all the problems of 
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housework and childcare; it also involved ‘management’ of the female employer, and 
required a lot of efforts. The interviews with employers suggested two patterns: those who 
established businesslike relations and who built up emotionally supportive relations.  Both 
types still maintained class hierarchy in the household.  When working for Taiwanese 
employers, Filipina maids endured degrading behavior, which associated them with dirt and 
being uncivilized.  They used professional knowledge, English or the idea of going home, as 
ways of resisting or coping with these degrading working experiences.  Family, Filipino 
friends and the Church gave them comfort and support.  However, the limited resources and 
unprivileged legal status left them without organization to fight for their own rights.    
 
Filipina domestic workers are neither victims nor winners in international labor migration.  
Structural controlling mechanisms restrict their power.  Their positions in Taiwan society are 
shaped and disadvantaged by their ethnicity and gender.  There is only a limited space for 
them to fulfil their dreams of earning big money in Taiwan.    
       
Limitations of this research 

 
This research deals with a variety of issues relating to Filipina domestic workers in Taiwan.  
Since there is little literature that could be directly applied to the situation in Taiwan, this 
paper has a restricted dialogue with existing research.  Moreover, this book attempts to 
address broad issues within a limited space, with special focus on gender and work.  
Therefore, the subjective narratives of Filipina domestic workers can not be fully 
represented and the analysis requires further in-depth interrogation.  The variation of 
individual cases tends to be forgotten within the writing process; consequently, I found 
myself becoming more and more arbitrary in using the data.  Finally, the comparison of 
working conditions of Taiwanese and Filipina domestic workers is based upon limited cases 
of Taiwanese workers, therefore, the arguments need to be confirmed and supported by 
further research.   
 
Several issues addressed in this research can be developed further:  (1) the comparison of 
Filipina domestic workers in different countries, and the political change for Filipina domestic 
workers; (2) the nature of domestic labor; and how domestic labor should be done and by 
whom; (3) the class and ethnic differences between women; how the structural forces shape 
the competing and tentative relations among women, and how the interests of different 
women could be addressed without oppressing other women; (4) theoretical analysis on 
how class, gender and ethnicity intersect; how they co-operate with each other or 
sometimes reinforce one another in the contexts of Taiwan.     
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Appendixes 

Appendix I 

 Whom can you turn to? Useful information for Filipina domestic workers 

 

If you overwork, have no Sundays-off or confront any labor disputes with your employer, 
call the broker or the Foreign Workers’ Counseling Centers.  If the employers are at fault, 
and you want to transfer to another employer, you should file the complaint to MECO, the 
CLA and the NGOs.  You can also ask Foreign Workers’ Counseling Centers for 
mediation.  If the employers want to terminate the contract for reasons other than your 
faults, and you agree, it is now possible to change the employer.  You or your employer 
should go to local Employment Services Centers to register in order to transfer to other 
employers or you can ask brokers to do so. 
 

1. The broker  
The broker might be the first person you seek for help when you have a difficult time with 
your employer.  She/he might try to negotiate the disputes for you. But, any issues related to 
the laws or change of employer are difficult to be achieved through broker’s negotiation.  As 
this research suggests, Taiwanese brokers have their own business interests so that their 
main principle is to settle the disputes, however, with preference to the Taiwanese 
employers. 
 

2. Foreign Workers’ Counseling Centers 35 
They are semi-official sponsored organizations.  Among the Taiwanese governmental 
institutions, they are the most useful organizations for foreign workers because people work 
there speak English and Thai.  They offer services such as counseling, labor dispute 
mediation, and legal consultation, etc.  They are specialized in mediation.  You can also ask 
for legal advice so that you might get to know which institution you should turn to.  
However, they have no legal rights to inspect your labor conditions or to reinforce the 
mediation results agreed by both parties.  
 
Foreign Workers’ Counseling Centers 
Centers Telephone numbers Address 
Taipei City 9F, No.67, DongHsin Street, 

NanGang District, Taipei 
02-27864347 
02-27864357 
Fax: 02-27864383 

Taipei County 
 

10F, No. 62, ChungShan 
Road, Sec.2, PanChiao, 
Taipei County 

02-29625874 
02-29624710 
Fax:02-29559090 

                                                 
35 Local Branches of these service centers have slightly different names.  But, most importantly, they are 
always entitled foreign workers or Overseas Contract Workers.   
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TaoYuan County 8F, No.1, HsienFu Road, 
TaoYuan County 

03-3344087 
03-3341728 
Fax:03-3341689 

MiaoLi County No.191, ChungCheng Road, 
MiaoLi County 

037-363260 
Fax:037-363261 

TaiChung City 6-2F, No.122-19, 
ChungGang Road, Sec.2,  
SiTwen District, TaiChung 
City 

04-2580765 
04-2580561 
Fax:04-2580595 

TaiChung County No.880, YuanHwan E. Road, 
FonYuan City, TaiChung 
County 

04-5240131 
04-5240132 
Fax:04-5240438 

ChangHwa County 7F. No. 209, MinZu Road, 
ChangHwa County 

04-7271543 
04-7268998 
Fax:04-7269001 

TaiNan County 3F, No.46-29, SanMin 
Road, HsinYin City, TaiNan 
County 

06-6328407 
06-6326546 
Fax:06-6353418 

YunLin County No.46, PaoChang Road, 
DoLiu City, YunLin County 

05-5338087 
05-5338086 
Fax:05-5343288 

ChiaYi County 6F, No.278, MinChuan 
Road, ChiaYi County 

05-2771114 
05-2784551 
Fax:05-2788236 

Eastern Taiwan  No.159, GuoLien 2nd Road, 
HuaLien City, HuaLien 
County  

03-8342735 
03-8342584 
Fax:03-8349341 

KaoHsiung City 1F, No.6, ChenChung Road, 
ChienCheng District, 
KaoHsiung City 

07-8117543 
Fax:07-8117548 

KaoHsiung County 3F, No.117, DaBei Road, 
NiaoSong Hsiang, KaoHsiung 
County 

07-7338842 
Fax:07-7331153 

 
 
3. The NGOs 
l All of the NGOs I interviewed work with migrant workers.  They help workers fight for 

rights and deal with legal issues with various tactics.  TGWWC has her own lawyers to 
deal with lawsuits. 

l Through the Migrant Worker Concern Desk (MWCD), you can get lists of Catholic 
Missions that help migrant workers around Taiwan. 

l MWCD has published a very useful handbook Taking The High Way: Life Guide 
For Migrant Workers In Taiwan. It includes legal issues related to working lives, 
living tips, and directory of important agencies that help migrant workers.  In contrast to 
the official propaganda Handbook for Foreign Workers’ in the Republic of China, 
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published by the Council of Labor Affairs, this handbook not only elaborates 
regulations related to your working rights, with regard to labor contract, labor welfare, 
labor disputes, etc. but also provides tips for workers to stay sound when working in 
Taiwan. 

 
 
 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) that I interviewed for this research: 
NGOs Address Telephone Numbers 
Migrant Workers’ Concern 
Desk (MWCD) 

Room 906, No.2, ChungShan 
N. Road, Sec.1, Taipei 

02-23117764, 
02-23895247 

Taiwan Grassroots Women 
Workers’ Center(TGWWC) 

4F, No.208, ChienKang Road, 
Taipei 

02-27621006 

Hope Workers’ Center 3F, No.65, ChangChiang Road, 
ChungLi City, TaoYuan County 

03-4255416, 
03-4935134 

 
4.  Manila Economic and Cultural Office in Taiwan (MECO) and Council of Labor 
Affairs (CLA) 
They are the highest ranked official organizations in charge of Filipina workers in Taiwan.  
MECO have Labor Representatives in Taipei, Taichung and Kaohsiung.  By contrast, CLA 
has no special institutions that directly deal with foreign workers’ labor disputes.  You are 
very likely to be asked to go to Foreign Workers’ Counseling Centers first, or they would 
suggest you go to Labor Affair Sections in local government, which should be in charge of 
foreign workers.  However, few of them speak English.  I do not list local labor 
administrative agencies here as they are of limited direct use for foreign workers and you can 
always find information about them in handbooks for foreign workers. 
 
Manila Economic and Cultural Office (MECO) in Taiwan 
Areas Address Phone Numbers of Labor 

Representatives 
Taipei 4F, No. 107, ChungHsiao E. 

Rd, Sec.4, Taipei City 
02-27787951 
02-27787952 

TaiChung 2F, 476, ChungCheng Rd, 
TaiChung City 

04-2051306 

KaoHsiung 2F, 146, SuWei 2nd Rd, 
KaoHsiung City 

07-3326257 
07-3326294 
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Appendix II 

Interview guidelines for Filipina domestic workers  

 
Hi, nice to meet you.  My name is Chin-ju.  I am a student doing a dissertation on Filipina 
domestic workers in Taiwan.  Would you like to tell me some of your experiences of 
working here?  And, because I have to write up a report, do you mind that I tape record 
our conversation?   
 
[Name, age, sex, marital status, education] Would you please introduce yourself? 
Where do you come from?  How old are you? How long have you been here, in Taiwan?  
Are you married?  Do you have any children?  
 
[The treatment and ethnic relations from Filipino’s points of view]  Why do you come 
to Taiwan?  How do you find it?  Is it similar to or different from what you thought?  How 
do you think about Taiwan people?  Do they treat you bad or good? 
 
[Migration process and placement agencies]  Let’s talk a little about your job.  What 
did you do in the Philippines?  How did you get the job?  (What did you do for working in 
Taiwan? Can you choose the country you want to go?)  Had you found a placement agency 
in order to get a job?  How much did you pay?  How much can you earn after paying the 
broker’s fee?  Can you come here without a broker?  Can you choose your job to be a 
domestic worker or a factory worker?  How long do you think you will stay in Taiwan? 
 
[Work contents, labor process, workers’ rights and welfare ]  How much do you earn?  
When you work as a domestic, what is the job content?  Are you responsible for both 
childcare and housework? How many children do you charge?  What about elderly care?  
Whom are you responsible for?  Who ‘inspects’ or ‘supervises’ your working results?  Do 
you work at their present?  Do you think your employers have reasonable criteria for your 
working results?  What does your employer do if they find you do something wrong or 
badly in your job? What are the job’s inconveniences to you?  Do you have a day off every 
week? Where do you sleep?  Does the employer provide you with food?  Do you eat 
together with them? How long do you work?  Do you feel that you are maltreated or well-
treated?  What were the worst experiences you had when working? Do you feel 
uncomfortable to get alone with your male employer? Have you ever confronted any sexual 
harassment when work? 
 
[Relationships with the Family member]  Could you please describe the family you 
work for?  How many people do they have in that household?  What is the occupation of 
your employers?  How do they treat you?  Do you think that you have good relationships 
with them?  Who do you like and dislike in the household?  Do you think the children treat 
you fairly?  Do you think cultural differences make it difficult for you to adapt to this society?  
Have you felt discriminated against?   
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[Support network]  Do you feel lonely?  What will you do, when you feel lonely?  Do you 
have friends here?  Can you make boyfriend here?  Do you believe in any religion?  Do you 
go to the church? If you have problems, whom do you turn to?   
 
[Strategies for survive]  How do you like the job? If you are maltreated, what will you 
do?  When you are very unhappy with the working situations, what can you do? If you can 
change the situation, what do you want to change most? 
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Appendix III 

Interview guidelines for employers  

 
1.  How many people are in these households? What are their occupations and education, 
and ages?  
2.  How long ago have you recruited the domestic worker?  How was the process?   
--Who suggested?  Why? 
--Was there any argument?  Who agreed and disagreed? 
--How did you reach the decision?  
--Who acted to find the maid? 
--How did you find the maid?  How many maids have you recruited? 
3. What has changed since?  
-- emotional labor (what are her relationships with other family members?) 
-- physical labor--(how domestic work was/is organized?)  
4.  Who supervises her work?  
5. What do you want her to do?  What is her job? 
6. Where does she sleep?  Do you have to provide her accommodation and food?  
7. Do you feel odd that there is another woman living in the home?  If so, how do you adjust 
to it?  
8. Do you think she is a member of your family?  Why?  
9. How much do you pay per month?  Do you think it’s reasonable to her according to her 
working conditions?     
10.  How is the service of the placement agency?  Are you satisfied with them?  
11. Does different culture make it difficult to communicate or get along with her?  
If so, how do you adjust to it? 
12. In the future, do you want to renew the contract or to employ other foreign maids?  
Why? or Why not?  Will you suggest your friends or relatives to employ one?  
13. Are you happy with having a servant in the household?  Why and why not?  
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 Appendix IV 

Table.3 Family structures of the households  

No  Female 
employer 
(age/ job) 

Male 
employer 
(age/ job) 

Charge 
(age/sex
) 

Others 
(relation to the 
employer/age) 

Total members in 
the household 
(including the 
FDW) 

1 33/ secretary 39/ clerk 2/F 
5/F 

 5 

2 40/part-time 
Chinese 
teacher 

?/ own a 
company 

6 
8 

 5 

3♥ 51/ civil 
servants 

55/ bank 
manager 

82/M 2 adult children 236 

4 38/ direct 
saleswoman 

37/ bank 
manager 

8/F 
11/M 

Parents/ 65, 62 7 

5 44/ 
housekeeper 

44/ factory 
manager 

5/F 2 children/ 17, 15 6 

6 48/ 
housekeeper 

50/ general 5/M 
9/F 

 5 

7♥ 75/ retired    3 
8 30/ 

computer 
programmer 

43/ running a 
music 
business  

5/M 
4/M 

 5 

9 30s/ running 
family 
business 

30s/ running 
family 
business 

5/F, 
another 
two 
children 

2 children at 
school age, 
parents/55, 60, 
and sisters in law/ 
24,28. 

10 

10♥  44/ 
unemployed 

74/F  3 

11♥ 70/ 
housekeeper 

 78/M  3 

12 33/ school 
teacher 

33/ 
employee in 
an airline 

2/F, 
5/M 

parents, two 
brothers/26,28, 
and a sister/30. 

11 

♥ means the Filipino domestic worker worked as a care-taker. 

                                                 
36The caretaker lives together with the patient in an old house, while the employer and their family live in 
another house separately.   



 67 

 
 
Bibliography 

English Literature 

 
Asian Migrant Centre, 1992, ‘An introduction to migrant workers in Taiwan’, in Asian 

Migrant Forum, February, 1992.    
Anderson, B., 1993, Britain’s Secret Slaves: An Investigation in to the Plight of 

Overseas domestic Workers. Anti-Slavery International.  
Anthias, F. and Yuval-Davis, N. 1993, Radicalised Boundaries: Race, Nation, Gender, 

Colour and Class And the Anti-Racist Struggle. London: Routlege.   
Anthias, F. 1992, Ethnicity, Class, Gender and Migration.  Aldershot: Avebury.   
Bakan, A. B., and Stasiulis, D., ‘Making the Match: Domestic Placement agencies and the 

Racialization of Women’s Household Work’, in Sings, Vol. 20, No.2, p303-332.  
Bryceson, D.F. and Vuorela, U., 1984, “Outside the Domestic Labour Debate-Towards a 

theory of modes of Human-reproduction”, Review of Radical Political Economics, 
Vol. 16, No.2-3, pp137-166.  

Catholic Institute for International Relations 1987, The Labour Trade: Filipino Migrant 
Workers around the World. C.I.I.R. 

Cock, J. 1989, Maids and Madams: Domestic Workers Under Apartheid. London: 
women’s Press. 

Colen, R., 1987. “The Work Conditions of Immigrant Women Live-in Domestics:  Racism, 
Sexual abuse and Invisibility.” Resources for Feminist research 16(1):36-38.   

Colen, S. 1986, “With Respect and Feelings: Voices of West Indian Domestic Workers in 
New York City,” in All American Women: Lines That Divide and Ties That Bind, 
Edited by Johnnetta B. Cole, p 46-70, New York: Free Press. 

Council of Labor Affairs, 1998, May. Handbook for Foreign Workers In the Republic of 
China. Taipei: CLA.  

Cheng, S.J.A. 1996, “Migrant women domestic workers in Hong Kong, Singapore and 
Taiwan: a comparative analysis”, Asian and Pacific migration journal, 1996, Vol.5, 
No.1, pp.139-152.  

Dill, Bonnie Thornton, 1988, “‘Making your job good yourself’: Domestic service and the 
construction of Personal Dignity,” in Women and the Politics of Empowerment, edited 
by Ann Bookman and Sandra Morgen, 33-52. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

Dumont, JP, 1994, “Matrons, maids, and mistresses: Philippine domestic encounters”, 
Philippine quarterly of culture and society, Sep 1994, Vol.22, No.3.  

Glazer, N.Y. 1984, “Servants to Capital-unpaid domestic labour and paid work”, Review 
of Radical Political Economics, 1984, Vol.16, No.1, pp.61-87.  

Glenn, E.N. 1986, Issei, Nisei, War Bride: Three generations of Japanese American 
Women in Domestic Service.  Philadelphia: Temple University Press.  

Glenn, E.N. 1992, ‘From Servitude to Service Work: Historical continuities in the racial 
division of paid reproductive labour’ in signs, 18, 1, pp 1-43, 1992.  

Graham, H., 1991, ‘the concept of Caring in Feminist Research: the case of Domestic 
service’ in Sociology Vol. 25, No. 1, February 1991, pp61-78.  



 68 

Gregson, N., Lowe, M. 1994, “Waged domestic labour and the renegotiation of the 
domestic division of labour within dual career households”, Sociology, Feb 1994, 
Vol.28, No.1, pp.55-78.  

Hammersley, M. and Atkinson, P. 1987, Ethnography, Second Edition, London: 
Routledge.   

Heyzer, N. & Lycklama a Nijeholt, G & Weerakoon, N. (eds.) 1994, The Trade in 
Domestic Workers - Causes, Mechanisms & Consequences of International 
Migration. Zed Books Lts: London & New Jersey. 

Hondagneu-Sotelo, P, 1994,  “Regulating the unregulated? Domestic workers' social 
networks”, Social problems, Feb 1994, Vol.41, No.1 SI, pp.50-64 

Hondagneu-Sotelo,P. 1994, “Regulating the unregulated?: Domestic workers' social 
networks” Social problems, Feb 1994, Vol.41, No.1, pp.50-64 

International Affairs Desk, National Council of Churches in the Philippines, 1987, Make us 
Whole Again, Lord: Reflections on the Plight of Filipino Migrant Workers.    

Jelin, E., 1977, “Migration & Labour Force Participation of Latin American Women: The 
Domestic Servants in the Cities.” in Signs Vol.3 No.1 pp. 129-141. 

Katzman, D. M., 1978, Seven Days a Week: Women And Domestic Service in 
Industrializing America. New York: Oxford University Press. (HD 8039.D5) 

Kwitko, L.,  "Filipina Domestic workers in Hong Kong and the new international division of 
labour", in Jayant Lele and Wisdom Tetty (eds.) Asia-who pays for growth? women, 
environment and popular movement. Department of Political Studies, Queen's 
University.  Canada: Kingston. 

Lim, L. L., and Oishi, N.  1996,  “International Labour Migration of Asian Women: 
Distinctive Characteristics And Policy Concerns”, Geneva: International Labour Office.   

Lee, J.S. and Wang, S.W. 1996, “Recruiting and Managing of Foreign Workers in 
Taiwan”, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal, Vol.5, No.2-3, p281-302.  

Malos, E. (ed) 1980, The Politics of Housework, London: Allison & Busby.    
Palmer, Phyllis M.  Domesticity and dirt: housewives and domestic servants in the 

United States, 1920-1945,  
Migrant Worker Concern Desk (MWCD), 1997, Taking the High Way: Life Guide for 

Migrant Workers in Taiwan, Taipei: MWCD.  
OCW Counseling Centre (OCWCC), 1998, Handbook for Overseas Contract Workers 

in Taipei City.  Taipei: OCWCC.  
Quick, P. “Capitalism and the origins of domestic labour”, Review of radical political 

economics, Summer 1992, Vol.24, No.2, p.1.  
Robinson, K. 1991, “Housemaids - the effects of gender and culture on the internal and 

international migration of Indonesian women”, Intersexions - 
gender/class/culture/ethnicity, Allen & Unwin, North Sydney, 1991. pp.33-51.  

Rollins, J. 1985, Between women: Domestics and Their Employers.  Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press.  

Romero, M., 1992, Maid in the U.S.A. New York: Routledge.   
Santiago, L.Q. 1995, “Rebirthing Babaye: The Women’s Movement in the Philippines.” in 

Basu (ed) The Challenge of Local Feminisms. Chapter four.  
Stasiulis, D. and Yuval-Davis N. (ed.) 1995, Unsettling Settler Societies: Articulations 
of Gender, Race, Ethnicity and Class. London: Sage.   



 69 

TGWWC (Taiwan Grassroots Women Workers’ Centre), A Handbook for Foreign 
Labourers.  Taipei: TGWWC.  

Tucker, S. (ed.) 1988, Telling memories among southern women : domestic workers 
and their employers in the segregated South, Louisiana State University Press. 

Tyne, J.A. 1994, ‘The Social Construction of gendered Migration from the Philippines’ in 
Asian and Pacific Migration Journal, Vol.4 No.2-3, p589-617.    

Windebank, J. 1994, “Explaining women's relationship to home and family: the domestic 
labour debates in France” Women's studies international forum, Sep-Oct 1994, 
Vol.17, No.5, pp.499-509.   

WRRC, 1995, “Filipino Women And Debt in the 90’s”. Pamphlet. The Philippines: WRRC.    
 

Chinese Literature 

 
Cheng, Chih-yu, 1992, ‘Analysis of Demand for ‘manpower supplement’ in the family’, 

presented at Conference for foreign labour problems.   
Cheng, L. and Huiung, Ping-chun, 1993, ‘Women, export-Oriented Growth, and the state: 

the Case of Taiwan,’ Taiwan: A Radical Quarterly in Social studies, No.14, Mar 
1993. 

Council of Labour affairs, R.O.C., Aug. 1991, The Statistics of current supply and needs 
of recruiting foreign domestic servants in Taiwan area. Taipei: CLA.    

Council of Labour Affairs, R.O.C., 1997, The Management Reports of Foreign Labour 
in Taiwan Area, August 1996. Taipei: CLA.   

Council of Labour affairs, R.O.C., Jan. 1997, A Guidance For Employers Who Recruit 
Foreign Workers.  Taipei: CLA.   

Council of Labour affairs, R.O.C., March 1997, Monthly Bulletin of Labour Statistics, 
Taiwan Area. Taipei: CLA.  

Council of Labour affairs, R.O.C., June, 1997, Statistics Index. Taipei:CLA.   
Council of Labor Affairs, May 1998, A Handbook for Foreign Workers Working and 

Living In the Republic of China. Taipei: CLA. 
Council of Labour affairs, R.O.C., January, 1999, Instant Statistics Report.  Taipei: CLA. 
Council of Labour affairs, R.O.C., January, 1999, Reference Handbook for Employers 

Who Employ Foreign Workers. Taipei: CLA. 
Executive Yuan, R.O.C. 1991, Special Issues on Foreign Labours, Vol.,42. Taipei.    
Executive Yuan, R.O.C. 1996, Report on the Survey of Family Income and Expenditure 

in Taiwan Area of Republic of China, 1995, Taipei.    
Executive Yuan, R.O.C. 1997, Statistical Abstract of National Income in Taiwan Area, 

Republic of China. Taipei.  
Hu, Y.H., 1997, ‘From the needs and limitations of working women to the discussions of 

the implication of Foreign Domestic Worker policy’, paper presented in Conferences of 
Foreign labour and State development, April, 1997.  Taipei.  

Lee, M. L. 1992, Wonderful House Managers From The Philippines, Taipei: Yuan-Liou.    
Lee, Y.K. 1995, Why Do They Not Act: A Study on Different Acting Strategies of 

Migrant Workers. unpublished MA dissertation of Fu-Jen Catholic University.   
Lee, Y.Z. 1991, ‘Women’s Policies and Foreign Maids’, in the Independence Evening 

Post, 06/06/1991.   



 70 

Lin, M.Y. 1995, Grassroots women, Taipei: TGWWC. 
Liu,Y. S. 1996, ‘From women rule the state to gender emancipation’ interviewed by Lee 

and Hu, in Stir, October 1996, No.2.  p20-26.     
Migrant Workers’ Concern Desk, Mini Handbook for Domestic Helpers and 

Caretakers, Taipei: Migrant Workers’ Concern Desk.  
SAHCMC (Southeast Asia Human Capital Management Company) , 1997, The Discipline 

Book of Filipino Maids/Caretakers. Taipei.     
TGWWC (Taiwan Grassroots Women Workers’ Centre) , Female Workers in Taiwan: 

The Newsletter of the Grassroots Women Workers Centre, Vol.1-5. 1991-1996. 
Taipei: TGWWC.   

TGWWC, A Handbook for Foreign Labourers, Taipei: TGWWC.  
Wang, H.C., 1996, Work Stress and Coping Amongst Filipino Female Domestic 

Helpers in Taiwan, Taipei: TGWWC. 
Wang, L.R., 1997, ‘Examining Policies of Foreign Domestic workers and Women’s 

labour’, paper presented in Conferences of Foreign labour and State development, April 
1997, Taipei.    

Yen, C.L., 1997, ‘Foreign Domestic Labour and State development, a feminist 
perspective’, paper presented in Conferences of Foreign labour and State development, 
April 1997, Taipei.  

Zhu, Ming-qin, 1996, The Interaction of Filipino Maids and their Employers In Taiwan, 
MA dissertation for National Taiwan University, Taipei.    

Newspapers 

02/12/89  Economic Daily News 
29/09/90  United Daily News 
24/02/91  China Times 
14/03/91  Taiwan Times 
06/06/91  The Independence Evening Post 
31/12/92  United Daily News 
10/11/95  China Times 
11/11/95  China Times 
14/02/96  Commercial Times 
04/04/96  United daily News 
01/07/96  Central Daily News 
04/10/96  United Daily News 
27/07/97  China Times 
 


