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The Philippines is the world�s most predominant exporter of government-sponsored 
temporary contract labour. It is estimated that 8 million Filipinos are currently employed in 
190 countries around the globe.1 The situation of Filipinos working overseas, whether on 
permanent or temporary contracts and legal or illegal, illustrates an international labour 
migration that is undoubtedly a phenomenon of economic globalization. In the worldwide 
circulation of locally made agricultural commodities and consumer things, what is 
distinctive with OFWs is that as human resources it is their very bodies that have become 
both national and global products. It is this not mutually exclusive dualization that 
academics such as the sociologist Randolf David interrogate: 
 

I fear that Filipinos have less and less reason today to identify themselves by 
their nationality. �Filipino� has become a term for a maid in European or 

Singaporean homes, a prostitute or a dancer in Japan, and an underpaid 
seaman in a foreign cargo-boat. None of the proud revolutionary beginnings 
of our society are summoned by the emblems of our national identity. To be a 
Filipino abroad is to be seen as a rootless nomad, a wandering refugee from 
economic hardship. To be a Filipino at home is to be part of a community that 
has failed to uplift the lives of its poorest members, where graft is routinely 
regarded as an integral part of the nation�s political life, and here young girls 

are trained at an early age to become Japayukis.2  
 

David narrates the traditional tale of migration whereby Filipinos seeking financial 
opportunities not available in their homeland are propelled to seek it elsewhere in foreign 
nations. Hence in the global landscape, it is the nature of their employment that defines the 
ethnic categorisation and national identity of Filipinos. David thus refers to the eclipsed 
historical heritage of a national consciousness that was the premise of the anti-colonial 
movements that led to the Philippines� independence from Spain in 1898. He mentions with 

discomfort endeavours of national governance that remains debilitated by corruption, and 
expresses reservation about a cultural proclivity towards overseas employment. In using 
�the heroic figure of the Overseas Filipino Worker [as] an analogue for a nation in the 

throes of globalist modernization�, David�s motives are indicative of nationalist sentiment, 
for not only does he candidly admit that �the Filipino nation is unfinished business�, he 

                                                 
1 2007 Compendium of OFW Statistics by The Philippine Overseas Employment Administration (Table 30, 
See Appendix), http://www.poea.gov.ph/html/statistics.html 
2 Randolf S. David, �Globalization and National Identity�, in Randolf S. David, Nation, Self and Citizenship, 
(University of the Philippines, 2002) p.78; [originally published in Philippine Daily Inquirer, 3 August, 
1997]; graft is here defined as: money, property, or a favour given, offered, or promised to a person or 
accepted by a person in a position of trust as an inducement to dishonest behaviour. 
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claims: �Today we have a nation to develop; we have a people to feed, house and educate.�
3 

Others like the historian Renato Constantino similarly impart this viewpoint:  
 

Nationalism, especially in the age of globalization, is necessary for survival� 

it will have to be reinvented. In an increasingly interdependent but fiercely 
competitive world, we have to be citizens of our country first before becoming 
citizens of the globe.4 

 
Though such rationalization might be expected, Filomeno Aguilar associates this �popular 

nationalism� with the �overseas labour migration [that] has fostered deeper attachment to 

the nation�.5 This essay attempts to explore how the combined studies of �The OFW� have 

become an ideological springboard for dialogues about national identity through the lens of 
a uniquely Filipino Diaspora. The circumstance of OFWs qualify as diasporic in that its 
cumulative narratives feature �a history of dispersal, myths/memories of the homeland, 

alienation in the host country, desire for eventual return, ongoing support of the homeland, 
and a collective identity importantly defined by this relationship�.6  This configuration of an 
identity in connection with country falls under the subject of �nationalism�, which is of 

course quite a problematic theme. This essay attempts to use the terminology of 
nationalism within a cultural context, and not in reference to political ideology or a 
jingoistic movement for the foundation of state. It will be applied to describe the 
inclinations for national identity as influenced by the concept of the nation as a socially 
constructed and �imagined community�, and the psychological dynamics revealed by 

sentiments and attitudes towards �the homeland�.
7  

 
The prescription that �nationalism needs this story of migration, the diaspora of others, to 

establish the rootedness of the nation� is certainly applicable to the Philippines.
8 It has been 

observed that �as actual places and localities become even more blurred and indeterminate, 

ideas of culturally and technically distinct places become even more salient� (such as that 

of the home country), but there are specific historical agents that explain why the Filipino 
labour migration is patently and persistently entrenched in debates about national identity.9 
Moreover, although �international migration and transnational flows of information and 
goods are, as these terms themselves indicate, intimately connected to the discourse of 
nationalism�, there are key agents pertaining to the discourse of OFWs that have invited 

                                                 
3 David, Nation, Self, Citizenship, Introduction, xii; and Epilogue, p. 357 
4 Renato Constantino, �Reinventing Nationalism in the Age of Globalization�, in Jose V. Abueva (ed.), 
Filipino Nationalism: Various Meanings, Constant and Changing Goals, Continuing Relevance, (University 
of the Philippines Press, 1999), p. 548; originally published in Manila Bulletin, 14 January 1998, p. 9 
5 Filomeno V. Aguilar Jr., �The Filipino Diaspora, National Identity and International Image, and the 

Changing Relations Between the Elite and Overseas Workers�, in Abueva, Filipino Nationalism, p. 215 
6 James Clifford, �Diasporas� Cultural Anthropology 9 (1994), p. 305 
7 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, (Verso, 1983), p. 6;  Johann P. Arnason, �Nationalism, 

Globalization and Modernity�, in Mike Featherstone (ed.), Global Culture: Nationalism, Globalization and 
Modernity, (Sage Publications, 1990), p. 210 
8 Peter van der Veer (ed.), Nation and Migration: The Politics of Space in South Asian Diaspora, (University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1995), p.7 
9 Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, �Beyond �Culture�: Space, Identity ad Politics of Difference�, Cultural 
Anthropology Vol. 7, No. 1: Space, Identity and the Politics of Difference, (Feb., 1992), p.10 
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topics (i.e. citizenship) within the territory of nationalism.10  Since this essay cannot 
encompass the immense research on the subject of OFWs, it examines two prominent 
constituents of the discourse: As catalysts of a unique labour migration, (1) the Philippine 
Nation/State, and (2) the archetypical plight of the Female OFW as a �servant of 

globalization�, have together contributed to the �dialectics of belonging and longing� that 

are at the heart of Filipino ideas of nationhood and Inang Bayan (Motherland).11  
 
Filipino Made  
 
In spite of their tangible racial heterogeneity there is considerably a massive �global 

presence� of Filipinos as a collective group of overseas contract workers. According to 
James Tyner, Filipinos have been directly manufactured as national products for global 
employment by the Philippine state itself, in coordination with various institutions, such as 
the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration (POEA) in particular: 
 

Through its promotion of a flexible labor supply, the Philippine state is 
actively transforming both the Philippines and the world. Most especially 
under the auspices of the POEA, and the thousands of private recruitment 
agencies, the Philippine state is significantly transforming labor markets, and 
thus social relations, throughout the world economy.12 

 
The Overseas Filipino Worker (OFW) is a very real and official classification of Philippine 
nationals, with given serial contract numbers, identification cards, tax exemptions, and 
welfare benefits.13 OFW is not simply a label to indicate origination from the Philippines, 
but rather it is a national brand of �labor supply� for export by the government.  Historically 
there have been previous movements of emigration, such as when the US recruited 
Filipinos as plantation labourers to Hawaii from 1906 to 1946, but there is consensus that 
the intense overseas deployment of Filipinos began in the 1970s.  During the administration 
under Ferdinand Marcos, it was the belief of the president that �the pressing task of Filipino 

nationalism [was] economic and social development� and this permeated the government�s 

neoliberal policies.14 Tyner argues that Martial Law intensified the promotion of export-
oriented industrialization in the Philippines, with the president dictating the major overhaul 
of labour relations within the country.15 The introduction of the 1974 Labor Code for 
instance was favourable to foreign investors and the landed oligarchy, and it allowed 
employers to pay their new employees just 75% of the basic minimum wage as part of their 
6-month probationary period, after which the workers were released (thus creating a high 
turnover rate). Tyner suggests that without traditional forms of subsistence like land 
ownership, plus the difficulty of low wages, dissatisfied Filipinos were primed for launch 

                                                 
10 Veer, Nation and Migration, p. 2 
11 Ibid. p. 4 
12 James A. Tyner, The Philippines: Mobilities, Identities, Globalization, (Routledge, 2009), p. 183 
13 Formerly known as OCWs for Formerly Overseas Contract Workers  
14 Ferdinand E. Marcos, �The Varying Tasks of Nationalism�, in Abueva, Filipino Nationalism, p.63; [excerpt 
from a speech before the 12th Annual Congress of the NUSP, University of Mindanao, 27 December 1968] 
15 Tyner, The Philippines, p. 48 
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into the global market.16 Conveniently, if not deliberately, the 1974 Labor Code included 
objectives that sanctioned such a process:  
 

It is the policy of the State: To protect every citizen desiring to work locally or 
overseas by securing for him the best possible terms and conditions of 
employment; to insure careful selection of Filipino workers for overseas 
employment in order to protect the good name of the Philippines abroad.17 

 
The government under Marcos intentionally advocated overseas employment of Filipinos 
as a development strategy for the economy, with the state using �migrant workers as a form 

of mobile capital accumulation.�18 Due to the 1973 oil embargo, the construction boom in 
the Gulf States was a prospect for the Philippines and between 1975 and 1983, Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates, were the major destinations for about 90% 
of Filipino contract labour.19 The �economic nationalism� conceived under Marcos, focused 

on the building of a viable and healthy economy as the priority to support an autonomous 
Philippine government.20 In a public statement, the president heralded: 
 

We have provided jobs for our people not only in our new and expanding 
industries but also in the world labour market. Filipino talents and skills are 
becoming ubiquitous in many parts of the world. Returning Filipinos have 
helped improve our skills and technological standards.21 

 
Effectively, to be a good Filipino was to be a good worker for his country, even if many 
were in fact working outside its borders. The government considered migration as 
beneficial, as it reduced levels of unemployment by redirecting surplus labour, it promoted 
the development of the nation through compulsory remittances from foreign exchange 
earnings, and it supposedly improved human capital as workers gained international skills 
and experiences.22  
 
Treating the institution as agency, in Tyner�s opinion the most palpable and important �state 

migratory apparatus� was the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration (POEA). 

Established in 1982, under presidential decree and in coordination with government 
institutions and the private sector, the POEA was assigned with the formulation, 
implementation and monitoring of overseas employment.23 As organized and legitimated 
by the POEA, the state assumed the role of �national body hire agent�, in mediating the 

                                                 
16 Ibid. pp. 50-53 
17 Presidential Decree No. 442, The Labor Code of the Philippines, issued by President Ferdinand Marcos, 1 
May 1976; [http://www.dole.gov.ph/laborcode/book1.asp]; See Book I, Article 12  
18 Tyner, The Philippines, p. 60 
19 Jane A. Margold, �Narratives of Masculinity and Transnational Migration: Filipino Workers in the Middle 
East�, in Aguilar, Global Migrations, p. 221 
20 Ferdinand E. Marcos, �Economic Nationalism for a Viable Economy and Independence�, in Abueva, 
Filipino Nationalism, p. 461; [excerpt from speech �Business Leadership for Asian Growth�, 2 May 1968] 
21 Tyner, The Philippines, p. 58 
22 On 13 December 1982, President Marcos issued Executive Order Number 857, making it mandatory for all 
contract workers to remit 50-80% of their salaries (depending on type or employment) through government 
authorized channels. [http://www.lawphil.net/executive/execord/eo1982/eo_857_1982.html] 
23 Tyner, The Philippines, p.64 
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export of its citizens as OFWs. Marketing conferences sponsored by the government 
advertised the country as a business partner �capable of delivering high quality Filipino 

manpower�, and as human resources, citizens were in principle traded �like any other export 

commodity�.24 This is not to insinuate that the government was a callous mechanism in its 
organisation of the country and its labour. Government rhetoric was manifest with 
nationalist incentives that concentrated on the economic progress of the Philippines. The 
�fruitful labor� of the working Filipino was regarded as contributing to the service for the 
country, and Tyner confirms that this outlook continued with the subsequent governments 
after Marcos. President Corazon Aquino�s Medium-Term Philippine Development Plan for 
1987-1992 prescribed that �overseas employment will continue to provide interim 
employment until such time that the domestic economy can generate enough jobs.25  The 
following reign of President Fidel Ramos equally sustained that such labour policy not only 
remained �a strategic development program�, but also �a major pillar of national 

development�.26 Even the current administration of President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo 
believes that �Filipinos overseas will continue to play a critical role in the country�s 

economic and social stability�, and that OFWs are integrated in the �vital interests of the 

nation�.27  
 
With the wholesale and constant support of the government, the POEA have successfully 
diversified the occupational and geographical makeup of its portfolio. Whereas the Middle 
East was saturated by (mostly male) Filipino construction workers, Filipinas were 
distributed to Asian destinations to fill vacancies of domestic helpers in Hong Kong and 
Singapore, and as entertainers in Japan. The POEA also developed job-specific marketing 
to target other skills-based positions found in technical and information sectors to ensure 
that the international image of the OFW would not be monopolised by one segment of 
work.28 What is remarkable with the POEA and the Filipino government has been its 
consistency in placing the OFW within the discourse of nationalism, and its flexibility in 
adapting this rationalization towards its labour programme. Initially positioned towards 
economic development, the OFW meant �self-sacrifice� for the greater good of the nation in 
the 70s. Towards the late eighties, this was then converted into the veneration of the OFW 
as �heroes and heroines�, supported by official proclamations of Overseas Filipino Contract 
Workers� Week and Month of Overseas Filipinos.29 The heroic eminence of OFWs gained 
momentum with the high-profile cases of Marcris Sison who suspiciously died as an 
entertainer in Japan in 1991, the 15-year-old Sarah Balabagan who having suffered rape 
killed her employer in self-defence and was imprisoned in the UAE in 1994, and the 
domestic worker Flor Contemplacion who was charged with double murder in Singapore 

                                                 
24 Katherine Gisbon & Julie Graham, �Beyond Stereotypes: Human Subjectivity in the Structuring of Global 
Migrations�, in Aguilar, Global Migrations, p. 51 
25 Tyner, The Philippines, p. 63 
26 Ibid. p. 67 
27 President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, �PGMA�s Speech during the Department of Foreign Affairs 

Foundation Day 2004�, 23 July 2004, [See Speeches in www.op.gov.ph] 
28 Ibid. p. 66 
29 Issuance of Proclamation No. 276, December, 1988, in Executive Order 498, 
http://www.cfo.gov.ph/eo498.htm 

http://www.op.gov.ph
http://www.cfo.gov.ph/eo498.htm
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and executed in 1995.30 In response to these events, the Migrant Workers and Overseas 
Filipino Act was issued to affirm:  
 

The State does not promote overseas employment as a means to sustain 
economic growth and achieve national development. The existence of the 
overseas employment program rests solely on the assurance that the dignity 
and fundamental human rights and freedoms of the Filipino citizens shall not, 
at any time, be compromised or violated. 31 

 
Mindful of the �plight of the OFW� the POEA revised its position from agent to that of 

mediator and protector, delegating its accountability to an era where �the economic law of 

supply and demand is an irresistible force in the global market�.32 It has also supplemented 
its enlistment vocabulary with the �empowerment� of Filipinos, maintaining that migrant 

workers have rights and freedoms, and can therefore �assert their judgment to satisfy their 

socioeconomic needs and wants�.33 Labour migration is hence presented not as government 
agenda, but as the choice of individual Filipinos who accept �overseas employment as one 

option for the fulfilment of his aspirations�.34 Despite the sophisticated locution of state 
policy, OFWs are still placed in relation to their contribution to the development of the 
nation in the acquisition of skills and the lucrative business of remittances. Far from being a 
�pathological fallacy that labor migration is a program creation or innovation of 
government�, it is evident that the POEA not only dramatically contributed to the 

embodiment of the OFW, as an organization it has undeniably enticed Filipino citizens to 
work overseas.  The 1974 Labor Code still indicate as state policy:  
 

To facilitate and regulate the movement of workers in conformity with the 
national interest; To strengthen the network of public employment offices and 
rationalize the participation of the private sector in the recruitment and 
placement of workers, locally and overseas, to serve national development 
objectives.35 

 
Furthermore, the government to date gives Bagong Bayani Awards to OFWs who have 
contributed �act of heroism� that bring �recognition and honor to the Philippines�, and 

publicly merit their efforts �in enhancing the image of the Filipino as a competent worker, 
and in contributing to the nation's foreign exchange earnings.�36 Unquestionably the state 
has been a key institution in the implementation of global processes such as the export of 
labour. It would be simplistic to depict the Philippine government and the POEA as mere 
opportunist bureaucrats. For �to ensure the standardization and diffusion of the cultural 

                                                 
30 Ibid. p. 68-71 
31 Republic Act No 8042, http://www.poea.gov.ph/rules/ra8042.html, (7 June, 1995), Section 2: Article C 
32 Tyner, The Philippines, p.74, Casco 
33 Ricardo R. Casco, �Managing International Labour Migration and the Framework for the Deregulation of 
the POEA�, (1997), as quoted in Tyner, The Philippines, p. 78. 
34 Ricardo R. Casco, �Full Disclosure Policy: A Philosophical Orientation�, (Manila, POEA, 1995) as quote in 

Tyner, The Philippines, p. 80 
35 The Labor Code of the Philippines, See Book I, Article 12; emphasis in italics has been added 
36 Department of Labor and Employment, �Bagong Bayani Awards launched today�, Press Release: 3 June 
2004; [http://www.dole.gov.ph/news/details.asp?id=N000000693 

http://www.poea.gov.ph/rules/ra8042.html
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pattern� � in this case the deployment of labour, �a central state is needed; but the state also 

depends on the cultural context which generates the necessary commitment and 
identification on the part of its citizens�.37 The logic of nationalism provides functionality 
required to operate the process of dispatching OFWs. Nevertheless, OFWs are 
simultaneously not just passive bodies, and because �workers too, have the capacity to act 

supranationally� they are equally important actors in �creating the geography of global 

capitalism.�38  
 
Filipina Maid 
 
A basic taxonomic definition of �Filipinos� would be �citizens, natives or people of the 
Philippines�. Allegedly, in a previous version of the Oxford English Dictionary �Filipina� 

was classified as a �domestic worker�, and this anecdote has retained a resonance amongst 

Filipinos.39 The Filipina-Maid is an indispensable if not complex template in the discourse 
of the OFW. For whereas it is an accurate deduction that millions of Filipinas really are 
employed as maids, housekeepers, and cleaners across the globe, it is also true that 
Filipinos are skilled workers and qualified professionals such as doctors, nurses, lawyers 
and engineers. The identity of the OFW is in fact stratified by a multitude of contexts, and 
several professions, different social classes, and gender distinctions segment Filipinos 
working overseas. Nonetheless, with the prevalent archetype of OFWs as female maids in 
foreign nations, Filipinos are literally branded by their labour. Primarily found in the low-
wage service sector, notably in Asia, The Middle East, and Europe, more than 50% of the 
total number of Filipino overseas contract workers comprise of women, two-thirds of who 
are employed in domestic services.40 It is the female domestic helper as the �embodiment� 

of the OFW that has engaged controversies on the national imagery of the Philippines. To 
return to the story of the Filipina as �maid� and �refugee from economic hardship�, in the 

Philippines, graduates working in a government laboratory will have a salary of 4,000 PHP 
a month, whereas in Hong Kong their income as domestic helpers is potentially tripled.41 
The financial incentive for the outmigration of Filipinas into domestic work however only 
accounts for the economic background to the diasporic journey of the OFW.  
 
In �Servants of Globalization�, Rhacel Parreñas investigates the �contexts of reception� for 

Filipina migrants in their receiving-nations. As domestic workers, the identities of Filipinas 
are circumscribed by servitude, their bodies relegated as �corporeal objects for the use of 

others�, and their menial tasks debase their social ranking in the host society.42 
Additionally, in their presence as foreign workers Filipinas signify the entity of �alien 

other�, and their �racial attributes of difference� further typecasts them as threatening 

immigrants. OFWs in Hong Kong for example pose a cultural challenge to the reputation of 
the Chinese woman�s role as wife and mother, and it is within this domestic sphere that 

                                                 
37 Arnason, �Nationalism, Globalization and Modernity�, p. 214   
38 Andrew Herod,�Labor as an Agent of Globalization and as a Global Agent�, Chapter 7 in Kevin R. Cox 
(ed.), Spaces of Globalization: Reasserting The Power of the Local, (New York, 1997), p. 170 
39 See article by Greg B. Macabenta, �Spitting in the Wind�, Filipinas, 1 February 2007, 
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/positions/v012/12.3flores.html 
40 Tadiar, p. 270, Parrenas, p.39 
41 David, Nation, Self, Citizenship, . 44 
42 Tadiar, �Domestic Bodies�, p. 276 

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/positions/v012/12.3flores.html
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notions about the Filipina identity are disputed. In one perception she is a poor, 
unsophisticated, subservient, and unskilled but hardworking native of a backward country, 
whilst at the other end of the spectrum she is educated, sociable, and nubile if not �too 

smart, too savvy, and too assertive to make ideal workers.�43 Filipinas are altogether 
disenfranchised, subject to contempt, maltreatment, and abuse by employers in labour-
receiving countries. The Female OFW therefore provides �symbolic capital for the 

nationalist cause� amongst Filipinos, because the physical aggressions and symbolic 

censures of their bodies are linked with the country of their origination � the very nation 
that is concurrently responsible for their very deployment, and politically obligated to 
protect its citizens.44 The Filipino government continues to deflect any negative 
connotations about OFWs, emphasising rhetoric that valorise the roles of Filipinos as 
industrious and efficient labourers, and �goodwill ambassadors of their country�.

45 
Recruitment agencies in addition persist in the endorsement of the Filipina as an ideal 
servant or housekeeper. To be competitive in the market for migrant workers, agencies 
cultivate the domestic criteria to attract clients, highlighting personal traits of Filipina 
maids as agreeable, compliant and diligent.46 Applicants are instructed to represent 
themselves in domestic settings through the submission of photos that show them caring for 
children or doing acts of cleaning, and they are advised to declare a wiliness to work long-
hours as well as mute their looks to avoid being stigmatised as husband-stealers.47 Finally, 
since �the image of the good Filipina, demure, ladylike, and hardworking is crucial to their 

continued demand�, Filipinas themselves �are only too eager to promote this image in order 

to protect their livelihood�.48 Largely the process of becoming an OFW has achieved 
complete routinization, where bodies are constructed as national assets that come with a 
steady supply, hiring packages and replacement guarantees.  
 
An omnipresent paradigm of the Filipino Diaspora is thus the Filipina Maid, who endures 
discrimination and hostility caused by intolerant attitudes towards migrants, and endemic in 
labour perceived as undignified. Yet though a common image of the OFW is that of the 
suffering domestic helper, the conditions of migrant labour that they embody does not 
equate to a national tragedy or some modern allegory of slavery as some might think.49 
OFWs as products may appear to be �treated more like empty grocery carts, wheeled back 

and forth between origin and destination under the hungry intentions of world capital�, but 

in reality the balikbayan culture of the Philippines is accepted as a regular and favourable 
way of life.50 More importantly, though �the bodies of domestic helpers have become sites 

                                                 
43 Nicole Constable, �Sexuality and Discipline: Among Filipina Domestic Workers in Hong Kong�, in Aguilar, 
Global Migrations, pp. 244-245 
44 Veer, p. 6 
45 Jose Franco, �Every Every OFW is Philippine envoy to UAE: Arroyo�, Khaleej Times Online, 28 January 
2008 
46 Tyner, The Philippines, pp.124-127 
47 Geraldine Pratt, �From Registered Nurse to Registered Nanny: Discursive Georgraphies of Filipina 
Domestic Workers in Vancouver, B.C.�, in Aguilar, Global Migrations, p. 129 
48 Grace Ebron, Not Just the Maid: Negotiating Filipina Identity in Italy, Intersections: Gender, History and 
Culture in the Asian Context, Issue 8, October 2002, Number 20, 
http://intersections.anu.edu.au/issue8/ebron.html  
49 Tadiar, Domestic Bodies, p. 272 
50 Overseas Filipino workers send balikbayan boxes containing any number of items, goods and presents to 
the Philippines. Balik Bayan literally translates as Return Country.  It is a cultural expectation that returning 

http://intersections.anu.edu.au/issue8/ebron.html
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for the construction of and contestation over the national body abroad�, the OFW is also not 

necessarily always a victim.51 Where bodies are marginalised, the agency of individuals 
asserts itself, and Filipina Maids are not categorically unfortunate or forlorn workhorses. In 
�Not Just the Maid�, Grace Ebron narrates her personal observations of how Filipinas in 
Italy exist beyond the limitations of their stereotype, defining themselves instead through 
the professional and personal roles they once held in their native country as mothers or 
daughters, businesswomen or educators.52 Filipinas salvage aspects of their gendered 
identities, and although this may unavoidably include ethnicity, it is also based on the 
structure of selfhood. An auspicious outcome of working as domestic helpers abroad is that 
Filipinas are exposed to new opportunities and freedoms. Uncannily, their experiences 
overseas also have a tendency to emancipate them from traditional household obligations in 
the Philippines. As breadwinners of their family, they find self-esteem, confidence, 
maturity and independence. Many Filipina workers comprehend that there are hardships in 
labour regardless of activity and locality, and choose to practice their autonomy. They 
appreciate the cultural offerings of foreign cities, and become accustomed to consumer 
pleasures of leisure and lifestyle, and some are even liberated to exercise their sexuality or 
political activism.53 Ultimately, female domestic workers are not representative of all 
OFWs, though being in the majority means they create a rich variety of chronicles and 
idiosyncrasies that expose the transnational migrant culture of OFWs. In the discourse of 
the OFW, nationality is definitely an axis, but there are also dimensions of displacement, 
resistance, assimilation, and adaptation, that tangent from the presence of the Filipino 
diaspora. Studies of the Filipina Maid illustrates that history is not merely dictated by a 
global systems, but by the individual �who embarks upon the journey in full cognizance of 

a life-strategy wilfully taken�.54 
 
 
 
 
Home and Away 
 
In numerous endeavours to circumvent the stereotype of the maid, OFWs, as well as 
general Filipinos living abroad, understandably reaffirm their national identities. In the 
longing for �Home� and the desire for personal dignity, the OFWs� sense of national 

background becomes more resilient. Many OFWs embrace their membership as citizens of 
the Philippines, and indeed, 
 

In an interesting manner the presence of the migrant �other� is used not only 

in the nationalist discourse of the established; this discourse, which 

                                                                                                                                                     
travellers or more fortunate relatives abroad will bring gifts to family, friends and colleagues left behind in the 
Philippines. It is related to the gift giving practice of pasalubong. 
51 Neferti Xina M. Tadiar, �Domestic Bodies of the Philippines�, in Aguilar, Global Migrations, p. 279; DH 
means domestic helper 
52 Grace Ebron, �Not Just the Maid�, Number 8 
53 Ibid. Number 26 
54 Filomeno V. Aguilar, Ritual Passage and the Reconstruction of Selfhood in International Labor Migration, 
in Aguilar, Global Migrations, p. 444 
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marginalizes and demonizes the migrant, also breed nationalism among those 
who are marginalized.55 

 
The Philippines is idealised as a place of sanctuary from their labours, as home where they 
are reunited with their families, welcomed as heroes, and regain their legal status as 
residents. However, although migrants �imagine the nation where it did not exist before�, 

their nostalgic yearnings contain �the element of romanticization� which situates OFWs in a 

predicament.56 Whilst OFWs may articulate their nationalism in pining for the home 
country, they additionally face the realities of �ambivalent returns� because they still 

encounter the various conditions that caused their migration to begin with:57  
When a state can no longer defend and protect the vast majority of its citizens 
from degrading poverty, hunger, unemployment, crime, and disease�What 

compelling reasons might a Filipino have to hang on to a passport that has 
also become world-wide an alert-signal to a potential illegal migrant?58 

 
OFWs are reminded of the disappointing structural failures of a nation unable to provide 
concrete benefits of citizenship. The political implications within the Philippines, such as 
government corruption and the country�s inability to generate sufficient jobs in keeping 
with urbanisation, makes the proposition of returning (to what one has left) uncertain for 
OFWs. In choosing to build their lives from the foundations of other countries� prosperity, 

OFWs still negotiate their identities as foreigners and migrants of a specific national 
ethnicity, and confront the difficulties of incorporation into their host or labour-receiving 
nations. In pursuit of financial security away from the Philippines they seek the idea of 
nationhood as home, yet struggle to defend and define the legitimacy of an identity 
impoverished by the �third-world� standards of the nation. Consequently unfulfilled by the 

political designation of their nationhood OFWs accentuate their personas as social and 
cultural human beings. Randolf David recounts the story of how OFWs in London, who in 
establishing a National Pampangueño Association, have ratified their Filipino identity by 
highlighting their regional affinity, but its members have also redefined their local culture 
through the preparation and consumption of fusion cuisine:  
 

One detects a deliberate effort to anchor their identity on something 
vernacular, yet by no means do they live an inward-looking enclave fearful of 
assimilation in the host society they have chosen. By their ingenious hybridity 
and selective appropriation of elements from the host culture, they are 
inventing a Filipino identity abroad that is no less authentic than the one we 
have at home.59 
 

The questions �What in terms of values does it meant to be a Filipino?� and �Why is it 

good to be a Filipino?� therefore cannot be resolved by an automatic referral to a national 

                                                 
55 Veer, p. 7 
56 Ibid. 
57 Nicole Constable, �At Home But Not at Home: Filipina Narratives of Ambivalent Returns�, in Aguilar, 
Global Migrations, p. 380 
58 Randolf David, �Globalization and National Identity�, in David, Nation, Self and Citizenship, p. 78 
59 David, �The NPA of London�, pp. 45-46 
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identity alone.60 Overseas Filipino Workers are more than just the products of nationhood, 
and their cultural identities are not strictly organised by the economic and political 
parameters of the state. Furthermore, the identities of OFWs incorporate more than location 
and occupation; central to the title of OFW is the assignation of �Filipino�, and though it is 

a national class, it is also a constitution of personhood. As James Clifford explains: 
 

Diaspora discourse articulates, or bends together, both roots and routes to 
construct� alternate public spheres, forms of community consciousness and 

solidarity that maintain identifications outside the national time/space in order 
to live inside, with a difference.61 
 

Nationalism is hence not just delineated by the nation, because a �shared culture� is an 

essential condition for the existence of the national community, and society selects and 
determines what that shared culture is.62  Whilst working overseas, OFWs �seize many 

opportunities for asserting human agency and, in the process begin to cultivate a sphere of 
autonomy they had not experienced prior to departure from the Philippines. They grow as 
persons in an environment unencumbered by familial impositions and the old, familiar 
constraints of the homeland�.63 The diasporic experiences of Filipino OFWs thus act as a 
common denominator not only for the restoration of their national identity but the 
amplification of their subjective potential.  

  
 

Globalised Nation 
 
Through their extensive diaspora, OFWs have acclimatized in being at home in the world 
they were launched into. The national home is no longer restricted by borders, it has 
emotionally become �where the heart is�, and physically �where are our people are�. OFWs 

are now accredited as �Global Filipinos�, and the Philippines� Department of Foreign 

Affairs concedes that overseas employment �is expected to continue because the modern 

world needs transnational movements to support the increasingly globalizing world 
economy�.64 The dislocations experienced by OFWs in terms of non-belonging, partial 
citizenship, family separation and contradictory class-mobility, �enables the formation of an 

imagined global community�.65 Support and advocacy groups have been formed outside of 
the Philippines, and numerous websites as home pages have become both a local and 
international cyberspace for the meeting and communication of Filipinos working and 
residing all over the world.66 The discourse of OFWs has not only transformed debates 
about nationality, it has challenged the criteria of what constitutes Filipino identities. As 

                                                 
60 David, �Globalization and National Identity�, p. 78 
61 James Clifford, �Diasporas�, Cultural Anthropology, Vol. 9, No. 3, Further Inflections: Toward 
Ethnographies of the Future, (Aug., 1994), p. 308 
62 Arnason, �Nationalism, Globalization and Modernity�, pp. 212-213 
63 Aguilar, Global Migrations, p. 29 
64 Alberto G. Romulo - Secretary of Foreign Affairs, �Shaping the World: The Global Filipino�, Press 
Statement: Department of Foreign Affairs, 7 June 2005; 
[http://www.dfa.gov.ph/archive/speech/romulo/shaping.htm]  
65 Rhacel S. Parreñas, Servants of Globalization, (Stanford University Press, 2001), p. 23; p. 12 
66 See Tyner, Global-Philipines.com 
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OFWs familiarise themselves with more than one culture, setting and home, they engage in 
contexts of plurality, and develop an �awareness of simultaneous dimensions�.

67 This does 
not mean that that the national declines with the rise of the global. As Benedict Anderson 
contends, the end of the era of nationalism is not remotely in sight, and �the nation-ness is 
the most universally legitimate value in the political life of our time�.68 Globalization is 
therefore not quite symptomatic of homogenisation. On the contrary, the plurality of the 
global confronts and challenges the singularity of the national, and vice versa. According to 
Saskia Sassen: 

The strategic spaces where many global processes take place are often 
national, the mechanisms through which the new legal forms necessary for 
globalization are implemented are often part of state institutions; the 
infrastructure that makes possible the hyper-mobility of financial capital at the 
global scale is situated in various national territories. The condition of the 
nation-state, in my view, cannot be reduced to one of declining significance.69  

 
The discourse of the OFW remains predetermined by the boundaries of the nation, and 
�labor migrants understandably fall back on the survival tools of their natal culture, and 

draw meaning from their nationality, as they grapple with the vicissitudes of 
displacement�.70 Some argue that Filipinos are in this sense �cosmopolitan�, because their 

post-colonial historical platform has cultivated them to be more resilient and adaptable, a 
peculiarity to the �magic of the Pinoy OCWs� unusual strength� in confronting the 

uncertainties of globalization.71 There is definitely something to be explored in the unique 
culture of Filipinos as Catholics, and perhaps it is this �identification of an ethnic 

community with a salvationist religion that appears to secure survival more effectively than 
anything else�.72   
 
In conclusion, the discourse of the OFW is crucial to the ongoing examination of the 
Filipino national identity. The notion of an �economic citizenship� dating from the Marcos 

administration is interesting for the future of a Filipino consciousness. OFWs have become 
a dominant and empowered electorate, as they demand greater accountability and change 
from their government. The evolutionary development and formation of rights associated 
with citizenship encourage debates on the authority of the nation-state and the pursuit of 
civil solidarity. To echo Sassen�s forecast: �Have the specific conditions brought on by 

economic globalization� contributed to yet another major transformation in the institution 

of citizenship?� the answer is indeed yes and with a curious new twist.73  
 
 
 

                                                 
67 Clifford, �Diasporas�, notes on Edward Said and contrapuntal modernity, p. 329 
68 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 3 
69 Saskia Sassen, Losing Control? Sovereignty In An Age of Globalization, Columbia University Press, 
1996), p. 29 
70 Filomeno V. Aguilar Jr., �Beyond Stereotypes: Human Subjectivity in the Structuring of Global 

Migrations�, in Aguilar, Global Migrations, p. 19 
71 David, �Globalization Blues�, pp. 40-41; �Spirituality and the OCW�, p. 49 in Nation, Self and Citizenship 
72 Arnason, �Nationalism, Globalization and Modernity�, p. 217 
73 Sassen, Losing Control, p. 39 
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