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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis explores the role of media in the lives of live-in caregivers in Montréal by 

looking at two Filipino newspapers and mainstream news coverage on Filipinas and the 

Philippines. While Filipino newspapers elaborate Filipino identity and speak back to 

stereotypes in mainstream news, their impact is curtailed by limited distribution and 

content range. Live-in caregivers in Montréal were selected as a special audience group 

through which to examine media representations of Filipinos because they are ‘othered’ 

through interlocking processes of gender and race. The live-in caregiver program (LCP), 

through which they migrate to Canada, lays bare the price that third world women 

immigrants are asked to pay for citizenship rights in Canada. LCP work is often 

underpaid, demeaning, and exploitative. Examining the lives and media habits of LCP 

workers ethnographically breaks new ground in studies of both domestic work and 

minorities and media in Canada.  
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CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCTION 

Women from the Philippines have long left their families at home to make the journey to 

Canada as migrant domestic workers. The migrations of Filipina domestic workers, which 

instigate a chain of subsequent migration journeys for husbands and children through 

eventual family reunification, are part of the reason that the Philippines has recently 

eclipsed China and India as the number one source country for immigrants to Canada 

(Friesen 2011).  

Migrant domestic workers are recruited for entry into Canada through a federal 

immigration stream called the Live-in Caregiver Program (LCP). This thesis examines the 

types of representations of Filipina LCP workers in mainstream news and Filipino 

newspapers against the backdrop of ethnographic data about their daily-lived realities. 

The process of bringing two bodies of academic research – minorities in the media and 

feminists readings of live-in care work – into dialogue with one another breaks new 

ground in both areas.  

This project has entailed a constant process of combining two elements of inquiry, the 

LCP and newspapers, which have not yet been researched in tandem at length in 

academic writing. What does a federal immigration program that offers Filipina migrant 

workers a chance at permanent residency in Canada in exchange for the completion of 24 

months of live-in care work elucidate about immigrant media? By the same token, what 

can Filipino newspapers and mainstream news in Montréal teach us about citizenship 

debates surrounding the LCP?  
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Eight months of fieldwork on live-in caregivers in Montréal and media is analyzed here to 

address a gap in the literature to date on LCP workers’ media use. The body of literature 

on the LCP and its design as a racist and anti-woman program is put in dialogue with my 

fieldwork on the daily realities of live-in care work in order to add nuance and to explore 

the ambiguities that inevitably flow from individual experience. I advance citizenship 

debates around the LCP by examining the portrayal of LCP workers in both Canadian 

mainstream and Filipino ethnic media and the reading of this portrayal by the nine women 

I interviewed.  

My project looks at how a special audience group – LCP workers – reads news, writes 

news, and is written about in the mainstream and Filipino newspapers. The selection of a 

smaller contingent of people – itself heterogeneous – mirrors the heterogeneity in the 

“Filipino community” in Montréal. Structuring my research around a special audience 

group, LCP workers, fills a gap in Canadian research about media and minorities in 

Canada, which has too often tended to homogenize minority groups (Mahtani 2001). My 

methodology was inspired by Yu Shi’s (2009) study of the role of Chinese-language 

newspapers in the lives of working class Chinese women in the San Francisco Bay area. 

Shi was interested in this special audience group because they were a racialized and 

gendered ‘other’ both within San Francisco at large and within the Chinese diaspora. LCP 

workers are an important media audience group to study for similar reasons. Domestic 

workers’ seclusion in private homes and the stigma attached to their work marginalizes 

them in Montréal and within the Montréal Filipino community.  

My guiding research question is, what is the role of media in the lives of Filipina live-in 

caregivers in Montréal? Montréal was an ideal setting to look at Filipino media because 
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three English-language Filipino newspapers are produced monthly or bi-weekly in the 

city. Migration of women through the LCP to Montréal has initiated the growth of a 

vibrant Filipino “community” in the Côte-des-Neiges neighbourhood of Montréal (a small 

portion of which is known as “PinoyVille,
1
”) through family sponsorship. I have both an 

“insider” and “outsider” perspective on my field site. My upbringing in Montréal made 

me familiar with the social, cultural, and political geography of the city. This perspective 

was balanced by my position as an “outsider” in the urban routes LCP workers circulated 

within and the sites of their settlement as I have never lived in Côte-des-Neiges and was 

relatively unfamiliar with the neighbourhood before I started my fieldwork.  

Immigration debates in Quebec take on a shape distinct from the rest of the country 

because of the province’s colonial history and its unique mixture of Francophones, 

Anglophones, and Allophones. Quebec nationalism, xenophobia, and issues of French 

Canadian identity also shape immigration debates in the province (Maynard and Ho 2009: 

22). The 2007 reasonable accommodation controversies provide a window into the 

politics over national identity and immigration that have come to the fore in recent years. 

La Commission de consultation sur les pratiques d’accomodement relié aux differences 

culturelles (Consultation Commission on Accommodation Practices Related to Cultural 

Differences, also known as the Bouchard Taylor Commission) attempted to ascertain how 

accommodation of immigrants was taking place in Quebec by providing open forums for 

discussion that were later broadcast all over the province. A group of activists in Montréal 

Pinoy” is used by Filipinos as a self-descriptive term for Filipino people living in the Philippines or 

people of Filipino birth or descent living abroad. It has a positive connotation and stretches membership to 

the Philippine nation beyond borders in accordance with the transnational lives many Filipinos lead.
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denounced the commission for constructing an ‘us-them’ dichotomy between white, 

French-speaking Quebeckers and immigrants (22).  

I apply a transnational framework to my analysis, which emphasizes the ways in which 

migrants resist exclusion from full citizenship rights in a receiving state through the 

maintenance of citizenship expressions in their home country. Transnational scholars 

argue that the social, financial, kinship, and political worlds of sending states are 

intertwined and connected to those of receiving states. Migrants are understood to 

creatively and actively circulate between multiple social worlds – both in person and 

through long-distance technology or imagination (Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton 

Blanc 1994).  

I wanted to find out if two Filipino newspapers in Montréal – the North American 

Filipino Star and the Montreal Pinoy Post – could be construed as transnational by their 

writers, their LCP worker readers, and through content analysis. Several sub-questions 

follow from this line of inquiry.  

- What is the relation between consumption and production – or reading and writing 

– of the North American Filipino Star and the Montreal Pinoy Post? 

- What is the relationship between media and identity? 

- Does that relationship have a transnational component in the context of the 

Filipino diaspora living in Montréal? 

- Can Filipino media in Montréal be construed in terms of resistance? 



 

 

5 

- How do the structures of Filipina caregivers’ lives in Montréal affect their media 

consumption patterns?  

I spent eight months in Montréal doing fieldwork on LCP workers and Filipino media in 

order to answer these questions. I sought out women who had come to Canada through 

the LCP program for interviews on their migration history, employment experiences in 

Canada, and opinions on media. I also sought out journalists who produce the news I was 

collecting opinions from LCP workers about. I designed my methodology to address key 

gaps in the Canadian literature on LCP workers and media and minorities.  

While much has been written about immigrant media in the United States and on Filipino 

media abroad, no study has thus far addressed Filipino media in Canada specifically. My 

project moves beyond content analysis by looking at how news media is read and 

produced. Doing so captures the animated nature of media, which is contributed to, and 

constituted and changed by the people who read and write the news.  

I approach the media diet of LCP workers with tools from the anthropological kit. By 

grounding textual analysis of news about and written by Filipinos in Montréal with 

ethnographic, open-ended, semi-structured interviews, I am contributing research to a 

nascent trend in anthropology: the anthropology of news and journalism. Scholars in this 

area of research have called attention to the lack of studies on local or alternative news 

enterprises (Bird 2010: 15). Wahl-Jorgensen points out that anthropologists of news and 

journalism have tended to focus on large corporate newsrooms (Wahl-Jorgensen 2010). 

By emphasizing community newspapers with a small circulation – the North American 
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Filipino Star and the Montreal Pinoy Post – my study contributes to the diversification of 

anthropological media studies.  

My project also contributes new perspectives on immigrant media in Canada by 

examining the role of Filipino newspapers in the media diet of LCP workers. Various 

authors have written about the employment and social constraints Filipina migrants face 

as live-in caregivers in Canada (Arat-Koç and Giles 1994, Bakan and Stasiulis 1997, 

McKay 2003, Pratt 2004, Stasuilis and Bakan 2005), but little has been written on the 

meaning of media to this group. The way that LCP workers are represented in the Filipino 

newspapers in Montréal grows out of the power dynamics that structure the Filipino 

community along class, migration status, gender, and age lines. I seek to position the 

Filipino newspapers in Montréal within the greater rubric of mainstream offerings in 

order to ascertain the power of alternative images in influencing hegemonic ones. In 

addition, I wanted to measure the extent to which the images produced by the Filipino 

media can be considered “alternative”. If they speak back to hegemonic 

(mis)representations of LCP workers, what are they saying and why? 

My research advances three conclusions. First, I argue that the Montreal Pinoy Post and 

the North American Filipino Star are transnational objects. Second, I posit that Filipino 

newspapers elaborate Filipino identity in a process of speaking up against the ways in 

which mainstream media tends to misrepresent, homogenize, render invisible, distort, or 

stereotype Filipinos in Canada and in the Philippines. The impact of the Post and the Star 

in speaking back against mainstream misrepresentation through the elaboration of 

identities is limited by their small circulation of around 5,000 copies of one issue per 

month within the Côte-des-Neiges neighbourhood. Thirdly, I conclude that the Post and 
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the Star operate along axes of power drawn out of the cleavages in the Filipino 

community along migration history, gender, language, and class lines to initiate processes 

of inclusion and exclusion within the “community.” 

Taken together, these three conclusions reveal the contradictions involved in resisting 

representations of minorities created by the mainstream media. In comparison to 

mainstream news, the Post and the Star are safe places for the varied expressions of 

Filipino-ness in Montréal. But in the context of the socially stratified Filipino community 

in Montréal, the variety in these expressions is stifled in specific ways. And while the 

newspapers are certainly transnational, they do not factor into the ways in which the LCP 

workers I spoke to actively resisted the work and immigration conditions they face.  

I make no efforts to conceal that my analysis of the LCP aligns with that of PINAY, the 

Filipina Women’s Organization in Montréal I volunteered with as the centerpiece of my 

fieldwork. My thesis writes the stories of the women I met in an effort to expose the 

exploitative nature of the LCP and to elaborate on the creative, spirited, and unrelenting 

forms of resistance the exploitation inspires.  

1.1 A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY 

I sometimes refer to the group of women I interviewed as “LCP workers” to emphasize 

that they are workers. The introduction of such terminology is a sign of solidarity with 

PINAY, which has been fighting for more than five years to have domestic work 

recognized as work by the Quebec Normes du Travail. The omission of domestic workers 

from the official provincial definition of work justifies their exclusion from CSST (La 
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Commission de la santé et de la sécurité du travail du Quebec, also known as worker’s 

compensation) that offers protection and insurance in the case of work-related accidents.  

I employ the term “LCP workers” also in a feminist stance against the tendency to 

undervalue reproductive and emotional labour within the home, long relegated to an 

invisible feminine realm. I prefer the term LCP worker to “caregiver” or “domestic 

helper” because it makes an unmistakable connection between female migrants from the 

Philippines and the LCP program.  

In my writing on how LCP workers use media in Montréal, I use the word ‘diaspora.’ 

This decision was made to imply that Filipino migrant workers might feel connected 

across geographical distances through a shared sense of exile and non-belonging in their 

places of settlement (Cohen 2008: 4).  

I use the terms “third world” and “first world” to illustrate the gulf between nations that 

extract and exploit to gain wealth (such as Canada) and the nations they extract from and 

exploit (such as the Philippines). The decision was made in objection to the myth of 

progress spun by the terms “developing” and “developed” worlds. “Developing world” 

conceals the international apparatuses that systematically entrench the third world in 

greater and greater poverty in order to create conditions that increase the wealth of first 

world nations.  

I also sometimes refer to LCP workers as “third world women of colour” to draw 

attention to the processes of exclusion and exploitation that can continue to define their 

lives in Canada through racism and association with the third world.  
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1.2 TRANSNATIONALISM AND MEDIA 

  

I use a transnational theoretical perspective to frame the issues in this thesis. 

Transnationalism was defined by Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc in an 

important, much referenced early contribution to debates on immigration as “the process 

by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together 

their societies of origin and resettlement…[and] transmigrants take actions, make 

decisions, and develop subjectivities that connect them simultaneously to two or more 

nation-states” (1994: 7). My research positions the North American Filipino Star and the 

Montreal Pinoy Post as vessels for the construction of transnational identities based on 

their compilation of news and information from Montréal, the Montréal Filipino 

community, and the Philippines. As cultural objects, the North American Filipino Star 

and the Montreal Pinoy Post span multiple spaces and blur the distinction between 

international and local.  

The introduction of transnationalism into migration studies marked a paradigm shift away 

from earlier theories of assimilation and the primacy of the nation in identity construction. 

Before ideas of transnationalism came to the fore, the field of migration studies was 

dominated by ideas of assimilation and adaptation generated in the Chicago School of 

Sociology. Integration and assimilation were studied to ascertain variables that would 

foster the adoption of the country of settlement’s cultural codes. Assimilation was 

understood as a set of social processes that initiated and sustained migrants’ incorporation 

into mainstream life of the receiving state (Park and Burgess 1921: 735).  
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Li’s work demonstrates the damaging effects of the discourse on “integration” in 

Canadian immigration debates, academic writing, and policy statements, which paves the 

way for racism through intolerance of cultural difference. “Integration” discourse in 

Canada encourages immigrants to become enfolded within Canadian society in specific 

ways that exclude “cultural specificities outside the mainstream” (Li 2003a: 315). 

Canada’s immigration discourse measures the extent to which newcomers become similar 

to average Canadians in terms of language, income levels, settlement outside of “ethnic 

enclave” areas, and participation in mainstream social and political activities (Li 2003a: 

316).  

Wimmer and Glick Schiller argue that migration studies throughout the 20th century 

employed ‘methodological nationalism,’ which positions the nation-state as the 

appropriate unit for analysis and portrays immigrants as a threat to tightly bound nations 

(2003: 590). Immigrants were in essence ‘unnatural’, as they corrupted the normalcy of 

sedentariness and its primacy in constructing nationals. Malkki’s concept of “the 

metaphysics of sedentarism” also examines how the association between nation and 

identity grew to prominence in our understanding of migration. She explores how 

rootedness has come to be discursively naturalized through a worldview of nations as 

discrete and separate territories (Malkki 1997: 65). 

The pervasiveness of methodological nationalism is evidenced in a body of work on 

diasporic media that is concerned with the role ethnic print media plays in the 

assimilation of migrants into countries of settlement. Viswanath and Arora (2000) argue 

that ethnic media in the US plays a role in the assimilation of immigrants into the host 

society by encouraging readers to become involved in local politics, by demonstrating the 
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groups’ patriotism, and by fostering positive feelings between homelands and countries of 

settlement. Similarly, Zhou and Cai (2002) argue “Chinese language media connects 

migrants to their host society and also serves as a roadmap for the first generation to 

incorporate into American society by promoting the mobility goals of homeownership, 

entrepreneurship, and educational achievement” (421). Ojo’s work highlights the role of 

Afro-Caribbean newspaper The Montréal Community Contact in assimilating readers 

alongside its role in cultural preservation (2006: 353). These examples demonstrate that 

the boundary between sending and receiving nations remains important to migrant media 

studies.  

The early moves toward problematizing the nation and the association between identity 

and place made by Appadurai (2002), Clifford (1997), and Gupta and Ferguson (1997) set 

the stage for the emergence of transnational lines of thinking. Appadurai argues that in 

order to arrive at a “postmodern social theory” that is sufficiently global, we must 

examine the dynamics of overlapping flows of media, people, finance, technology, and 

ideologies (61-62). In the face of globally disseminated media that corrupts the 

boundedness of place and identity, he called for theories of “rootlessness, alienation, and 

psychological distance” (47). We can trace early moves toward theoretical 

transnationalism in Appadurai’s concept of “deterriorialization” (54), used in reference to 

the flow of lower class workers toward rich societies.  

Gupta and Ferguson (1997) also challenged the link between place and identity in their 

effort to grapple with the concept of ‘culture’ in a postmodern world. They linked the 

deterritorialization of culture to the “mass migrations and transnational culture flows” that 

categorize our current moment of capitalism (3). Clifford’s conception of culture as travel 
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echoed the moves in postmodern anthropology to delink identity and place. “If we rethink 

culture and its science, anthropology, in terms of travel, then the organic, naturalizing 

bias of the term ‘culture’ – seen as a rooted body that grows, lives, dies, and so on, is 

questioned” (25).  

Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc’s work shifted ground by envisioning migrants’ 

social worlds as one continuous field, rather than a fragmented plane. In their critique, 

they portray migrants as agents who “develop networks, activities, patterns of living, and 

ideologies that span their home and host society” (1994: 4). Transmigrants’ lives juggle 

identities and social worlds (7) in a context where both the countr(ies) of settlement and 

origin were incorporated into “a single field of social relations” (5). Media seen through a 

transnational lens are revealed as a mechanism through which immigrants go about the 

self-conscious project of developing and sustaining relations to multiple homes.  

Transnationalism is above all a process through which migrants exercise agency by 

“forging and sustaining multi-stranded social relations” (Basch, Glick Schiller, and 

Szanton Blanc 1994: 7) in an unequal world that limits the mobilities of some and 

mandates the (circumscribed) mobilities of others. Transnational agency takes shape 

through imagination and quotidian actions. “The imagination is now central to all forms 

of agency, is itself a social fact, and is the key component of the new global order” 

(Appadurai 2002: 49). Transnationalism acknowledges that imagining is a political act 

and also highlights the conspicuous and lived actions that transnationals undertake in 

order to sustain bonds to multiple places. Glick Schiller and Fouron (2001) position long 

distance nationalism as a potential route for resistance. By aligning themselves with their 

homelands, migrants may come to creatively challenge global structures of power (31).  
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The influence of transnationalism in diasporic media studies is evidenced in their 

attention to the destabilization of the neat association between place and identity and by 

rendering the question of assimilation complex. In Cheng’s (2005) study of Cantonese-

language newspapers in Vancouver, emphasis is placed on the construction of multiple 

homelands and attachments. Cheng argues that the newspaper produces two locals: one 

that is place-oriented, and one that is people-oriented. Wanning (2005) sketched the 

mediascape for Chinese consumers in Australia and concluded that consumers choose 

between a plethora of Chinese media options in order to construct a particular type of 

Chinese identity (2005: 67). Her observations echo Ong’s assertion that “Chinese-ness” is 

not always derived from relation to the mainland, marking again the denaturalization of 

place with identity (1999). Similarly, Naficy questions “how exiles process, through the 

popular culture and TV programs they produce and consume, their own experiences of 

separation, liminality, and incorporation, as well as their resistance to incorporation and 

their efforts at differentiation and dissimilation” (1993: xvi) in his study of Iranian 

television in Los Angeles.  

Looking for agency through media consumption follows from a post-modern paradigm 

shift in cultural studies theory that drew attention to the ways in which the raw material of 

media is shaped, contested, and transformed when it is consumed. In the 1970s, 

researchers in the US and the UK began to question the way audiences had been 

portrayed as indiscriminate sponges upon whom media messages were imposed (Mahtani 

2001: 113). Ethnic print media tells the stories of immigrants who are neither completely 

rooted nor entirely rootless, but somewhere in between. This project pushes forward from 
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the work done on Canadian media studies from a transnational lens by looking at a 

special audience group – Filipina LCP workers in Montréal.  

1.3 THE LCP: BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT  

The LCP is a federal immigration program that recruits women from the third world to 

work as live-in domestic helpers for Canadian families. LCP workers must complete 24 

months of live-in care work within a 48-month period in Canada to become eligible for 

permanent residency status, which in turn allows them to sponsor family members and 

work in domains outside of private home care. Although it has been through many 

reforms, the program, which began in 1992, is widely criticized for being anti-woman and 

racist. Around 90 per cent of LCP principal applicants come from the Philippines (Kelly 

et al. 2011: 10) and only 5% of principal applicants are men (5).  

The LCP is the only program in the world that offers temporary migrants working in the 

home doing emotional and reproductive labour an avenue to eventually apply for 

permanent residency. In most of the world, foreign nannies are contracted out to complete 

one or two-year contracts that hold no promise of permanent settlement in the country of 

employment. In fact, the labour-importing techniques of destinations like Hong Kong, 

Jordan, UAE, and Europe are designed to impede long-term settlement and instead 

encourage short stints of temporary contracts interspaced by visits back to the Philippines. 

These domestic worker schemes institutionalize flexible labour by offering little to no job 

security or long-term benefits. The long waiting period associated with making 

applications for overseas contracts demonstrates the expendability of workers – another 

suitable, educated Filipina is waiting in the immigration queue to replace the one who 

cannot handle back-breaking and often demoralizing housework.  
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The Canadian live-in caregiver program offsets the unpleasantness of live-in housework – 

a type of labour associated with deskilling, feelings of isolation, exploitation, abuse, and 

lack of privacy – with the promise of permanent residency and eventually, immigrant 

status, family sponsorship, and all the trimmings of a bonafide Canadian dream come 

true. The eventual promise of permanent residency can compel participants to endure 

abusive or exploitative working conditions in the interest of finishing their 24 months as 

quickly as possible.  

1.4 MEDIA AND MINORITIES IN MONTRÉAL  

The Montréal metro network shuttles people to all corners of the city and is a circulatory 

system that lives and breathes and moves according to the work schedules and leisure 

pursuits of all who ride it. It was on the Montréal metro that I first noticed immigrant 

newspapers.  

Chinese men flipped through pictures of floods, earthquake victims, and advertisements 

for ballet schools in Chinese-language dailies like The Epoch Times, found abundantly in 

the businesses below boulevard René-Lévesque in Chinatown and on Sainte. Catherine 

Street near Concordia University. Women chatting in Mexican-accented Spanish on the 

metro held on to Chasqui, a Spanish-language newspaper whose first five pages are 

covered in full-colour ads publicizing Ecuadorian restaurants, Colombian caterers, and 

ladies’ nights at Montréal disco clubs. More popular than any other Spanish newspaper 

among the Latino community in Montréal, Chasqui is named for folkloric Inca 

messengers and is run by a Peruvian army veteran.  
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Looking past the metro for clues, I started to see ethnic newspapers all over the city. The 

Montréal Community Contact I picked up in June at Mango Bay, a Caribbean restaurant 

near Concordia University, headlined with a thoughtful piece on racial profiling among 

Montréal police. The entranceway to the Côte-des-Neiges community centre is home to 

three stands for free newspapers, and the publications found there can make classification 

according to ethnicity challenging. The Awaj, Voice of the People, for example, is 

published in Montréal by an association for abused women, prints half its content in 

French, half its content in English, self-declares its mission to be to serve the 

multinational community, and runs stories on the hijab debate, Filipina mail-order brides 

in Japan, and Montréal’s response to the homelessness problem in the city. 

The first time I picked up a Filipino newspaper was in Bahay Kubo, a Filipino bakery in 

the heart of the Côte-des-Neiges neighbourhood, a few streets of which are referred to as 

“Pinoyville” by Filipino and non-Filipino Montréalers alike because of the high 

concentration of Filipino residents and businesses there. It wasn’t easy to get my hands on 

a copy of the North American Filipino Star or the Montreal Pinoy Post. They are popular 

publications, and tend to fly off the stands where they are distributed. It is uncommon to 

see stacked stands even a few days after the distributers deliver them. Printed in English, 

the Filipino newspapers provided a platform for me to begin to form the questions about 

migration histories and media reading habits among Filipina women living in Montréal.  

Filipino media can help caregivers connect to home and mainstream media can be a 

source of frustration about the lack of recognition of LCP workers’ experience. 

Sometimes, mainstream media takes the caregiver experience as its subject focus by 

printing articles about nannies, nannying, family separation, and immigration. When 
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caregivers give mainstream journalists interviews, they have the chance to influence a 

news story and to be heard by a wider public audience. This exchange – explored in depth 

in chapter 6 – is full of contradictions and ambiguities that play out along the 

public/private divide.  

1.5 METHODOLOGY 

I set out to discover what role the media play in the lives of Filipina LCP workers in 

Montréal through a three-pronged methodological approach. First, I interviewed 

journalists to gain insight into the context from which the Filipino and mainstream news 

spring. Second, I interviewed nine women who entered Canada through the live-in 

caregiver program about their migration, work, and media experiences. Some of these 

women were already permanent residents, some were waiting on permanent residency 

applications, and others were still temporary foreign workers under the live-in caregiver 

program. I also volunteered with PINAY, a Filipino women’s organization in Montréal 

that seeks to empower caregivers working in Quebec, doing participant observation for 

eight months. This component of the research explored ethnographically the daily-lived 

realities of a special audience group within the Filipino diaspora – LCP workers – to get a 

sense of how they consume, interpret, reject, and/or celebrate the messages in Filipino 

and mainstream news. Third, I analyzed the content of six issues of the Montreal Pinoy 

Post, six issues of the North American Filipino Star,
2
 and three articles in the Montreal 

Gazette – an Anglophone newspaper in Montréal owned by the Postmedia Network.   

Analysis of the third Filipino newspaper in Montréal, The Filipino Forum, was outside the scope of this 

study. I was unable to contact the Forum editor-in-chief and the Filipino Forum is not available online, 

which made it difficult to ensure I had access to six issues. 
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My methodology combines media analysis with participant observation and 

anthropological ethnography techniques. It responds to calls from Mahtani (2001) to push 

Canadian research on media and minorities beyond content analysis by examining the 

contexts from which writing springs and within which audiences read news. The 

ethnographic components of my methodology were designed to privilege first-person 

accounts of migration journeys and employment experiences in Canada. These form the 

heart of my thesis, and I take time to quote from interviews throughout.   

The first layer of my research – looking at how Filipino media is produced – involved 

interviewing four people from the Filipino media world: the editor-in-chief of the North 

American Filipino Star, the editor-in-chief and a writer of the Montreal Pinoy Post, and a 

Filipina-American journalist who works in Montréal. I sought these individuals out 

through contact information publically available in the newspapers they write for or 

online. Some of the names of these journalists have been changed. I used the interviews 

with the Post and Star editors to learn about the history, vision, and organization of 

Filipino papers in Montréal. Talking with the editors helped me to understand how they 

saw their role as media producers and their newspapers within the mediascape of 

Montréal. I especially wanted to sense out their feelings about LCP workers and to see if 

they are considered separately or specially in the process of producing news for the 

Filipino community.  

The second layer of my research – an examination of how Filipino media is consumed – 

involved nine open-ended interviews with women who had entered Canada through the 

LCP. The interviews usually lasted at least two hours, with the exception of two 

interviews that were much shorter in length (around half an hour). I quote less from these 
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shorter interviews. I met five of these women – Twinny, Elsa, Lith, Tess, and Escada – 

through PINAY and referrals from Evelyn were helpful in establishing trust early in 

interviews. The other four women I met through my own creative networking methods. I 

met Dora hanging around Westmount Park, where many live-in caregivers bring the 

children they care for during summer days. Piedad is the live-in caregiver of a friend’s 

grandmother. I crossed paths with Pilar, who works in Toronto, at an International 

Women’s Conference in Montréal where she was a visiting delegate. Emmy is Tess’s 

sister and roommate and agreed to be interviewed by me while I was at her apartment for 

an interview with Tess. A summary table of interviewee demographics, employment 

record, and migration histories is included in appendix A. I had the opportunity to follow 

up with three of the women I interviewed in the months after our initial meeting through 

various PINAY events. These additional conversations allowed me to see how some of 

the issues discussed during interviews developed over time. For example, when I 

interviewed Lith, she was separated from her family. Over the months I volunteered for 

PINAY, I would frequently meet Lith and we would discuss the progress of her 

permanent residency application and family sponsorship procedures. I was  joyous to see 

Lith reunited with her husband and two children at the tail end of my fieldwork.  

The first half of the interviews were dedicated to documenting migration and employment 

history by encouraging respondents to narrate their stories in their own words through 

lengthy, uninterrupted monologue. The second part of interviews was dedicated to media 

analysis. I asked how they gained access to news, whether reading news about the 

Philippines was important to them, and what they thought about the three Filipino 

newspapers in Montréal. In studying how Filipina caregivers in Montréal consume media, 
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I balanced attention to the power of media as an external discourse with the agency 

consumers exercise in selecting and using materials, which they then interpret and decode 

(Morley 2003: 1095). The names of the women I interviewed have been changed to a 

pseudonym of their choosing.  

The interviews were supplemented by an eight-month fieldwork component, during 

which time I volunteered with PINAY. As a PINAY volunteer, I updated and managed 

their blog space, did translation, attended social gatherings and demonstrations, drafted 

official letters, taught weekly yoga sessions at their community center, accompanied 

members to meetings with parliamentarians for ongoing campaigns, facilitated news 

writing workshops, and gathered testimonies for a human rights case against a Montréal 

nanny agency. These activities allowed me to reciprocate the help PINAY gave me 

towards my research and are a form of ethnographic engagement.  

My occasional job as a waitress for a catering company patronized by wealthy clients 

allowed me to observe interactions between LCP workers and employers and to become 

more familiar with the living conditions of LCP workers within private homes. Two of 

the clients I catered for employed live-in domestic workers and two others employed 

Filipina women as domestic workers, although they did not live in. I catered during my 

fieldwork to earn extra spending money. The rich ethnographic opportunities my position 

afforded me were a welcome additional benefit. While on site inside the homes of 

families who employed live-in caregivers, I was able to quietly observe interactions, 

converse casually with LCP workers, and to see with my own eyes the rooms that 

domestic workers stay in.  
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The third layer of the research involved textual and visual analysis of the August 2009, 

October 2009, June 2010, July 2010, August 2010, and September 2010 issues of The 

North American Filipino Star. The issues were chosen within the period of time that the 

most recent issues of the Montreal Pinoy Post had been released, which comes out much 

less frequently and more sporadically than the Star. The North American Filipino Star 

issues were selected from within this time period at random. The six issues of the 

Montreal Pinoy Post I analyzed were: July-August 2009, September-October 2009, 

December 2009, January-February 2010, April-May 2010, and August-September 2010. I 

read the newspapers when I conceived of my project and took detailed notes on the ideas 

I had about each article and photo found within. I re-read them as I prepared for my 

interviews and added to my notes with new theoretical perspectives from the academic 

reading I’d done in the meantime. I read them again periodically during the interview 

phase of my fieldwork. These readings were the most fruitful in terms of analysis because 

I was able to see the newspapers through the eyes of the people I had interviewed. The 

conversations I had with caregivers drew my attention to dimensions of their lives – such 

as family separation and remittance sending – that were taken up in the pages of the Post 

and the Star. The conversations I had with Post and Star journalists allowed me to 

contextualize messages and their meanings within the framework of production. When I 

had finished all my interviews, I looked back through the papers again and carefully 

considered how the ethnographic material I collected related to their content. My content 

analysis approach was designed to examine the tension between isolated caregivers and 

the larger world that their lives take place within. The textual and visual analysis of the 

North American Filipino Star and the Montreal Pinoy Post revealed that the newspapers 

embody transnational connections to both the Philippines and Montréal and is explored 
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more deeply in Chapter 3. The first four pages of the August 2010 issue of the North 

American Filipino Star and four cover pages of the Montreal Pinoy Post are included in 

the Appendices (Appendix B and Appendix C).  

1.6 MY SOCIAL LOCATION AS A RESEARCHER 

 

My project entailed a research collaboration with PINAY, who brokered my access to the 

Filipina caregiver community in Montréal. Based on her work with the Philippine 

Women’s Centre in Vancouver, Pratt warns against the unequivocal valorization of 

research collaborations between academics and disadvantaged groups because the politics 

of white middle class heterosexual women representing marginalized women can be 

problematic  (2000: 639). The research encounter between the university student and 

“othered” women can be fraught with “ethnographic anxieties,” leading to the 

reproduction of colonial domination in academic writing, and often benefits the 

researcher in the pursuit of her career more than the informants she collaborates with 

(Ong 1995: 353). It is debatable whether my efforts to help PINAY members – through 

volunteering my translation, writing, editing, and yoga skills – matched the help PINAY 

extended to me in facilitating my research. I can say that PINAY members were satisfied 

and happy with the research collaboration we forged. My relationship with members was 

marked by mutual gratitude and respect. Ong offers that the negotiation of trust and the 

avoidance of betrayal are key components to ensuring that research exchanges mutually 

benefit researchers and informants. The people we interview possess and wield a power 

of their own in the research encounter, which sways and shapes ethnographic knowledge 

(Ong 1995: 353).  
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As a university educated woman, a gulf in opportunities and wealth inevitably 

characterized my relationships with the women I met through my study. This gulf did not 

change the fact that I went into every one of my interviews ready to listen and learn. I 

knew that the women I spoke with had greater insight on the topic I was researching than 

I did and I trusted their authority during interviews. I made fast friends and allies with 

many PINAY members, who were as curious about what life was like for me as I was 

curious about what life was like for them.  

I am a yoga teacher and throughout my fieldwork, I gave weekly free yoga classes to 

PINAY members at the Immigrant Workers’ Center. My social location as someone with 

enough time and money to pursue yoga was laid bare by one member’s comments after 

class. Jolene told me that she feels inferior when her boss talks about yoga and the time 

she gets to take for herself to be healthy and calm. Jolene was happy that she also had a 

chance to concentrate on herself through our yoga sessions.  

As PINAY’s yoga teacher, I was offered insight into the secret worlds of Filipina 

caregivers that are kept private from employers. During one session, I gave a guided 

massage workshop that we did in pairs. Members took turns learning yoga massage 

techniques and receiving massages. Alice was delighted by what she had learned about 

the body and told me she would never tell her employer she had spent her Saturday night 

learning massage because she knew her employer would then capitalize on her new 

knowledge and ask for nightly massages. Other women at the workshop laughed along 

with Alice and agreed to take her advice on keeping mum about their new knowledge. 

The intimacy and trust I was able to build with members through our weekly yoga 
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sessions was an unexpected side effect of an endeavor I intended as a gesture of 

reciprocity with PINAY.  

While the politics of a research encounter between parties with unequal access to power is 

certainly worth evaluating, the human relationships that develop in ethnographic research 

often reduce the pertinence of such evaluations. The women I interviewed wanted to 

share their stories and to be listened to. I stood witness to the unraveling of their personal 

narratives during interviews, the telling of which often had a therapeutic effect because it 

reduced stress within a setting of friendship and understanding. My hopes for the impact 

of the quoted passages from my interviews included in this thesis are in line with Pratt’s: 

“Our desire was to enable domestic workers to tell their stories in their own terms, with 

an intimacy, complexity, and force that would have an impact on those who read them, by 

dispelling stereotypes and offering views into domestic workers’ experience” (2000: 

640). 

1.7 CHAPTER OUTLINE 

Chapter two lays the groundwork for my analysis by mapping global and national 

geographies of LCP workers in Montréal. I present the literature on the feminization of 

migration, the LCP, changes to the LCP, and the Côte-des-Neiges neighbourhood of 

Montréal where my research took place. In chapter three, I introduce the two Filipino 

newspapers I studied and argue that they are transnational elaborations of Filipino identity 

that speak back to processes in the mainstream news that “other”, misrepresent, or under-

represent minorities. The fourth chapter examines the live-in requirement of LCP work to 

expose the exploitation inherent to the program and looks at how processes of remittance 

sending and deskilling play out in the lives of the women I interviewed. Chapter 5 looks 
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at feminist readings of the live-in caregiver program and uses two cases – international 

marriage (meaning marriage between a Filipina woman and a Canadian man) and the 

denial of reproductive rights – to illustrate the gender dynamics LCP workers negotiate 

across borders. Chapter 6 demonstrates that mainstream news tends to pander to the 

stereotype that all Filipinas are nannies and offers examples from the Filipino newspapers 

of elaborated versions of Filipina femininity. Caregivers’ experiences with being 

interviewed to produce mainstream news stories about nannies are also considered, 

revealing that these stories sometimes benefit the women they are written about. My final 

chapter (7) grounds my discussion within a citizenship framework and advances several 

policy suggestions to ensure that ethnic media in Canada remains vibrant and to facilitate 

LCP workers leading lives of dignity.  
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CHAPTER 2  A MAP TO GLOBAL AND NATIONAL LCP 

GEOGRAPHIES 

The lives of live-in caregivers in Montréal are circumscribed by the architecture of the 

LCP – the Canadian immigration program that recruits them to come to Canada and work 

in private homes. To set the stage for the analysis of the role of media in the lives of 

Filipina caregivers in Montréal, this chapter introduces the concept of the feminization of 

migration, the LCP, the 2010 changes to the program, PINAY, and the neighbourhood of 

Montréal where most of the women I interviewed live: Côte-des-Neiges. Global processes 

that produce the feminization of migration are examined alongside national processes that 

place LCP workers in precarious citizenship positions when they arrive in Canada. The 

interests of the Canadian government in changing the LCP in April 2010 are contrasted 

with the goals of PINAY, revealing a fundamental disconnect.  

2.1 THE FEMINIZATION OF MIGRATION 

LCP workers in Canada are a symbol of a global trend: the feminization of migration. The 

feminization of migration describes the increased presence of women in most migration 

streams and is linked to rising unemployment for men in origin countries, high demand 

for female labour in destination countries, and advances in statistical data collection on 

women migrants (Piper 2008: 2-3). Women on the move have created a worldwide 

gender revolution that has shifted femininities and masculinities in both sending and 

receiving countries (Ehrenreich and Hoschschild 2002: 3). The ability of female migrants 

to accumulate human capital is circumscribed by the gender stratification of both the 
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countries they originate from and those they choose to migrate to where access to 

educational opportunities and prospects for skill training is gendered (Piper 2008: 6).  

Filipina women have eclipsed men as the group more often going abroad. The Philippine 

Labor Department reported that in 2005, 65% of the 3,000 Filipinos who leave the 

country daily to work abroad are women (Opiniano 2005 & UNFPA 2006). The 

international demand for service workers – especially domestic helpers, but also in 

restaurants, the sex industry, and retail – tends to favour Filipina women over Filipino 

men. In Canada specifically, the live-in caregiver program (LCP) creates a feminized 

stream of migrants from the Philippines into Canada. The number of men coming through 

the LCP as principal applicants rose from 2% in 1993 to 5% in 2009 (Kelly et al. 2011: 

5). The number of principal applicants from the Philippines far outnumbers applicants 

from any other country: in 2009, 5,607 people from the Philippines came to Canada 

through the LCP, compared with 183 from India and 10 from the Slovak Republic (Kelly 

et al. 2011: 10). The pioneer migrations of Filipina women through the LCP often 

eventually initiate the migrations of spouses, children, and other family members through 

sponsorship, which dismantles the view in much current literature of women as the 

dependent wives of migrating men (Barber and Lem 2010: 9).  

As the western world deindustrialized, two parallel phenomena took root globally that 

facilitated the migration of women into flexible service sector jobs like caregiving. First, 

a portion of the western world’s manufacturing sector was outsourced to the third world 

where the costs of production and labour were lower. Outsourcing occurs when capitalist 

firms exhaust opportunities for profitable domestic investment. Western capitalists invest 

in “less developed” nations because capitalism always requires something outside of itself 
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in order to accumulate more (Harvey 2003). In new markets, western capitalists see a 

high return on their investments since land, raw material, and labour are cheaper in third 

world nations than at home (Harvey 2003). Barber and Lem contend that geographic 

mobility arises in coincidence with capitalism and the conditions of “social and economic 

differentiation, class polarization, dispossession, and the extrication of people from 

livelihoods” it creates (2010: 3). The way for the feminization of migration was paved by 

social acceptance in the third world of women entering employment situations in 

manufacturing, tourism, and agriculture created through capitalist forces in a globally 

connected world (Piper 2008: 6).  

Unemployment in the third world is linked to the deindustrializion of the first world. 

Manufacturing centers in the third world and agricultural restructuring initiated massive 

rural to urban migration. The inability of third world cities to absorb these excess workers 

produced an easily exploitable labour force composed of third world migrants (Basch, 

Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994: 26). Export-processing zones and factories create 

a culture of domestic migration by demanding more labour than the local population can 

supply. Frequently women from the provinces who are drawn to manufacturing sectors in 

the Philippines turn to international migration following loss of their jobs or factory 

closure (Choy 2005: 89). Complex decision-making processes are involved in 

immigration trajectories and the nimbleness of migrants in negotiating various 

international options for securing livelihoods and complicated immigration bureaucracy 

has been pointed to by Barber (2008).  
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The second set of conditions that facilitate the migration of women from poor countries to 

rich countries arises out of the ascendance of the global city and the demand for low paid 

service workers it generates. Global cities emerge as the headquarters of finance and 

trade, where professionals and managers congregate and the global economy’s key 

functions and resources are concentrated (Sassen 2002: 255). Rich people in global cities 

create a demand for low-wage workers to provide janitorial, repair, childcare and 

restaurant services (255). Wages for service workers have not risen in coincidence with 

the rise in demand for their labour. Hiring women and immigrant workers at low wages 

ensures that capitalist profits of global cities continue to swell (258).  

When female migrants arrive in Canada their options for employment are often limited to 

the precarious, undervalued, and low paid service sector, which grew as the west 

deindustrialized. The LCP only grants entrance to applicants conditionally. LCP workers 

must prove themselves to be good candidates for Canadian permanent residency by 

surviving two years of live-in domestic work. Receiving nations limit the political, civil, 

and social incorporation of migrants in order to secure a source of low wage labour that 

can be repatriated if domestic unemployment ever rises (Parreñas 2001: 1134). Canada 

did not always treat migrant domestic workers as expendable: European settler women 

were welcomed as “mothers of the nation” with respect and love during colonial times 

(Bakan and Stasuilis 1997: 21). The racist underpinnings of Canada’s immigration 

discourse expressed in the LCP are stark.   

The Philippines pursues labour export as a national development strategy to assuage the 

country’s high rates of unemployment and debt (Enloe 1989). “The governments of 

sending states, which encourage the trade in female domestic labour as a means of 

alleviating chronic unemployment and balance of payment crises are complicit in the 
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exploitation and abuse of their nationals” (Bakan and Stasuilis 1997: 21). While the role 

of the state remains important, the migration journeys of Filipinos are born from agency 

and complex decision-making processes involving networks that span multiple borders.    

2.2 THE LIVE-IN CAREGIVER PROGRAM IN CANADA  

The Live-in Caregiver Program (LCP) was born in 1992 when the Canadian government 

changed the name and conditions of its predecessor, the Foreign Domestic Worker 

Movement. LCP participants can apply for permanent residence, and eventually can even 

be eligible to sponsor family members to join them in Canada upon completing two years 

of live-in domestic service. Coined the “graduate school” (McKay 2003: 26) of caregiver 

programs, the LCP often entails a one-way journey.  

The fundamental architecture of the LCP – the temporary status of the workers it recruits 

and the live-in requirement – has remained unchanged since its initial incarnation in the 

mid-1950s, despite various reforms (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005: 49). The LCP continues to 

come under fierce criticism by activists and scholars alike: “the LCP has been structured 

by various federal governments over decades with the full knowledge of a highly 

vulnerable pool of foreign worker applicants upon whom restrictive conditions are 

imposed” (47). The LCP constricts Filipina domestic workers’ reproductive rights, denies 

them secure residency status, and restricts their access to protection from exploitative 

working conditions. Filipina caregivers in Montréal specifically face employment 

constraints including limited access to sick days, health care, employment insurance, and 

labour standards (PINAY 2008: 24).  
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Many LCP applicants coming to Canada have completed six-month courses on caregiving 

that comply with Canadian immigration requirements (Embassy of Canada 2009: 2). 

Applications can be refused if training was undertaken at a non-accredited institution, if 

the course was done by correspondence or completed in less than 6 months (2). An 

unpublished report on the LCP prepared in Manila records “phenomenal growth in the 

number of caregiver training programmes, numbering 10 in 1999, to more than 800 in 

2005. Almost 80% of these schools commenced operations during the period 2002–03” 

(Barber 2008: 1274). The boom in the number of institutions offering the caregiver course 

signifies its establishment as a requirement for applicants as well as the high number of 

women from the Philippines who use the LCP as an avenue into Canada.  

The LCP and the stream of Filipina migrant workers it induces must be placed in the 

context of neoliberal reform across the world. As structural adjustment policies direct the 

Filipino government to cut back on social spending and to concentrate on exports, jobs in 

the Philippines become scarce. The shift from public to private health care and education 

taxes families with extra financial burdens to educate their children and keep their loved 

ones healthy. These two forces coincide to produce a workforce ready to be exported to 

areas of more lucrative employment so that remittances can be sent back to the 

Philippines to raise families. The demand for migrant Filipinas to work in private 

overseas homes originates from similar processes taking place in Canada – neoliberal 

reforms have privatized Canadian child and elderly care, leaving some citizens with little 

choice but to hire live-in help from the third world.  
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2.3 LIVING UNDER THE “NEW” LIVE-IN CAREGIVER PROGRAM  

Conservative Immigration Minister Jason Kenney ushered in numerous changes to the 

LCP in 2009-2010. The most important changes are: 

1. As of April 2010, the length of time LCP workers have from the date of their 

arrival in Canada to complete the employment requirement to be eligible for 

permanent residence under the live-in caregiver class is increased from three years 

(36 months) to four years (48 months) (CIC 2009) 

2. As of April 2010, employers must reimburse any recruiting fees LCP workers 

paid to agencies and travel costs for LCP workers to come to Canada (HRSDC 

2011)  

3. As of April 2010, employers must enroll LCP workers in medical insurance until 

they become eligible for provincial health coverage and cover the costs of this 

health coverage. Employers must enroll and pay for workplace safety insurance 

(HRSDC: 2011) 

4. As of December 12, 2009, Caregivers are no longer subject to a second medical 

exam (also known as “Juana Tejada Law”).  

In this section, I consider each of these changes in turn. I conclude that the first three 

changes further entrench LCP workers in conditions of exploitation. However, the Juana 

Tejada law is a significant victory in the fight for caregiver rights. Kenney’s changes 

reveal a fundamental disconnect between LCP workers’ needs and Canadian immigration 

ideology. LCP workers want to be treated humanely and expand their citizenship rights in 
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Canada. Canada wants to bring in flexible, disposable migrant workers to fill vacant 

positions in the job market that no other Canadian is willing to fill.   

2.3.1. The 24/36 Formula Becomes the 24/48 Formula 

 

The move to extend the duration of the live-in caregiver program responds to the 

frequency with which participants ran out of time before being completing 24 months 

because they had to switch employers, fell ill, or were fired. Kenney’s change identifies 

the length of time LCP workers are afforded to complete the 24 months as the root of the 

problem with not finishing on time. This is out of touch with how LCP workers and their 

advocates view the problem. In meetings with Kenney, press releases, and lobbying 

efforts, PINAY links running out of time to the high incidence of abuse within 

employers’ homes, long processing delays for the issue of a new work permit when an 

LCP worker changes employers, ghost employers, and employer-specific work permits.  

Abusive employers make live-in placements unbearable for the LCP workers they hire. 

Employers sometimes terminate placements on unjust grounds, such as for becoming 

pregnant, getting sick, taking time off to grieve for family members, etc. The lack of 

regulation and protection and the bureaucratic difficulty in redressing these situations 

often leaves them little choice but to quit. For example, during my fieldwork, I met two 

LCP migrants, Pilar and Twinny, both of whom had long-standing complaints to the 

labour board about outstanding unpaid wages. Both women were encouraged to complain 

through a migrant activist organization and were frustrated that their employers had not 

responded to the complaint. The measures of enforcement for the complaints at the labour 

board must not be very strong, as neither employer had as of yet paid the owed wages.  
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The long waiting time for the processing of new work permits when LCP workers decide 

to quit one placement to look for another was a major source of frustration and insecurity 

among the women I interviewed. If an LCP worker quits working for the employer whose 

name appears on her work permit, she is not legally allowed to work until a new work 

permit is approved with a new employer, since LCP work permits are employer-specific 

and LCP participants are not allowed to work in any domain outside of live-in care work. 

In fact, when LCP workers stop working for the employer on their work permit, they are 

technically without immigration status in Canada, meaning the benefits they contributed 

to while working such as employment insurance, maternity leave, and health care are no 

longer available to them (Oxman-Martinez, Hanley, and Cheung 2004: 27). Given the 

program time limit, the prospect of waiting months,
3
 to have a valid LMO,

4
 (Labour 

Market Opinion) for a new employer processed can seem less attractive than sticking with 

an abusive employment situation, especially when the ultimate goal of family sponsorship 

is at stake.  

PINAY and various other Filipina activist organizations in Canada lobby to change the 

structure of the LCP so that LMOs are occupation-specific rather than employer specific. 

That way, LCP participants will be less likely to be caught in the insecure position of 

3
 As of November 14, 2008, requests for new employers from temporary foreign workers were given 

priority by Citizenship and Immigration Canada over requests for work permit extensions (Tilson 2009). 

Before 2008, it was typical to wait four to six months to have the work with a new employer count towards 

the 24 months of live-in care work required to gain permanent residency status in Canada. Under the new 

administrative prioritization, wait times for new labour market opinions LMO (work permits) are reported 

to be typically less than one month (Tilson 2009). 

4
Prospective LCP employers fill out Labour Market Opinion form so the Canadian Government can assess 

the impact of the foreign worker on Canada’s labour market and what effect granting entrance to the foreign 

worker would have on Canadian jobs.
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being unemployed and unable to work until a new LMO has been signed.
5
 The Canadian 

government adheres to its decision to issue work permits that are employer specific:  

Removing employer-specific work permits would [] prevent Canadians from ensuring that 

employers are not seeking to replace Canadians with Temporary Foreign Workers (TFWs) and that 

new TFWs are not entering the country when others are available. Furthermore, TFWs must 

understand the temporary context of their authorization to remain and work in Canada: when 

unemployed and unable to find employment, they are expected to return home at the end of their 

authorized stay” (Government of Canada 2009).  

The subtext of this statement is clear: temporary foreign workers are only granted access 

to Canada to fill vacant job opportunities when it is advantageous to the Canadian 

economy. 

It is common for caregivers to discover upon their arrival in Canada that the employer 

they were promised on their LMO and work permit has either disappeared or hired 

another more recent arrival through the same agency. Agencies are able to justify such 

practices to their citizen clients looking to hire a caregiver based on the long processing 

delays for caregiver applications. Agencies ask Canadian families wishing to hire a 

caregiver for immediate or pressing child or elder care needs to sponsor a caregiver 

waiting in the queue in the Philippines, whom they will never hire. The agency then sets 

the family up with a recent immigrant already in Canada – sponsored by another family 

who went through an identical process. Elsa, who was sponsored by a family contact who 

had no intention of hiring her, explained the phenomenon of ghost employers: 

5
 Even if LMOs were occupation-specific instead of employer-specific, the LCP would still be 

discriminatory for restricting access to the Canadian labour market (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005: 79).  
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Elsa: If you’re eligible to sponsor someone, you will sponsor someone. But when the person 

comes here, they cannot wait a year or so for the caregiver to come, so they can just say, ‘oh I 

already found someone, I’m not gonna wait a year’. You could ask someone to sponsor you, but it 

doesn’t mean you’re gonna work for that person. It’s just a means to enter Canada.  

LCP participants sponsored by a ghost employer have no choice but to wait until the 

agency places them with another family. Sometimes, LCP workers must go through 

numerous interviews and unpaid trial days before they get hired.  

Lith commented on her feelings of insecurity and unease when she first arrived and 

discovered that her employer was a “ghost” and had to work with another employer 

without papers until the processing of her new LMO and work permit was complete. 

Lith: The woman at the agency gave me a new employer to work without papers. But of course for 

me because I always think, ‘legal’. Because in coming to Canada, I am legal. So how come that I 

am here and I become illegal? That is the situation for us that is very difficult for us to understand. 

No choice. We cannot go back right away to our place! 

Lith’s comments capture the limited choices caregivers face when they use agencies to 

broker their entrance and acquisition of work in Canada. Her reflections point to the 

deception and misinformation that can characterize the first few months of stay in 

Canada, when caregivers typically lack networks and access to resources to help them out 

of dubious situations. Lith’s attainment of permanent residency was delayed by waiting 

for an employer upon arrival and by working for a number of months without an LMO.  

Kenney’s extension of the time period within which LCP workers can attempt to 

complete 24 months of live-in work does little to assuage the real obstacles that impede 

LCP workers from finishing on time. These include: lack of regulation of abuse and 



 
 

37

inadequate protection, long processing delays for LMOs, ghost employers, and employer-

specific work permits. PINAY – in line with other LCP worker activist organizations 

across the country – suggest the following changes to make it easier for LCP workers to 

finish on time: increase regulation of abuse and better channels for retribution, shortening 

the processing delays for new LMOs, regulating and disciplining agencies into fairer 

practices, and issuing LCP workers occupation-specific work permits. PINAY president 

Evelyn’s comments on the changes bring to life how the switch from 36 months to 48 

months does little to improve the lives of PINAY members who live-in as domestic 

workers.  

Evelyn: All during the week, they are living in and then they feel like they are tied – they are in 

jail, that's what they say. What did we do that the minister has to extend our jail term from three 

years to four years? What did we do? 

2.3.2. Travel and recruitment fees 

 

The April 2010 changes transfer the costs of migration from the LCP worker to their 

employers but it is unlikely that employers will actually shoulder the travel and 

recruitment costs incurred in LCP workers’ migration. In Canada, a well-established 

infrastructure of nanny agencies exists that charge applicants up to $5,000 to arrange 

migration. Since these agencies are largely unregulated by the Canadian government, 

Kenney’s changes have not changed the way they operate. New arrivals to Montréal I met 

after April 2010 still paid agencies to arrange their migration and had not seen any form 

of reimbursement from their employers for their expenses.   
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2.3.3. Medical and Workers’ Compensation 

 

Similar to the travel and recruitment costs, it is doubtful that the new requirement for 

employers to pay LCP workers’ medical and workers’ compensation insurance will be 

adopted to benefit even a minority of caregivers.
6
 No regulatory measures have been 

rolled out to accompany the new requirement. The need for adequate, secure, and 

complete medical coverage for LCP workers can be seen in the statistics collected by 

PINAY in their survey of 148 women. Only 8% of those surveyed received any additional 

health benefits beyond provincial health care (like medical, dental, and optical) (Oxman-

Martinez, Hanley, and Cheung 2004: 26). About half of the respondents were interested 

in getting coverage for additional services and were willing to pay to achieve them (26).
7
  

Regardless of whether or not the changes have taken effect in the lives of caregivers, the 

logic behind their design sheds light on the maternalist (paternalist) configuration of the 

relationship between caregivers and employers to which the Canadian government 

subscribes. The practice of giving caregivers gifts, hand-me downs, days off, or vacations 

instead of overtime pay is sometimes referred to as “maternalism.” The feminine 

attributes of employers (caring, nurturing, and empathy) are used to place the citizen 

employer in a position superior to the non-citizen employee. Since the employee has no 

way of reciprocating gifts from her employer – who uses material objects in a consumer 

PINAY is lobbying to have LCP workers immediately covered by Medicare upon arrival (in Quebec, a 

three-month waiting period still applies) and to secure coverage for immigrants on open work permits or 

who are applying for permanent residency (PINAY 2008: 24).
7
 PINAY gathered information on this because they were interested in providing members with the option 

of contributing to a shared health insurance policy, to reduce the cost of private insurance for individual 

members. While no such plan has been undertaken by the organization, small efforts are made to protect 

caregivers. For example, at PINAY’s general assembly, an ophthalmologist offered to bring her equipment 

to the Immigrant Worker’s Center once a month to perform free eye exams on PINAY members.
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class out of the reach of what an LCP workers’ salary could afford – caregivers 

sometimes feel obligated to perform extra hours of work around the house to show their 

appreciation (Bakan and Stasuilis 1997: 13). Maternalism is written into the language of 

the LCP; in official CIC and HRSDC documents addressed to employers, it is common to 

see the phrase: “your caregiver” (HRSDC 2011). The possessive pronoun placed in front 

of the word “caregiver” supports a relationship of dependency and ownership over the 

migrant worker’s person. Maternalism “permits employers to exercise a degree of control 

over the lives, personhood, and autonomy of household workers considered unthinkable 

in most public employment situations” (Bakan and Stasuilis 1997: 13). Kenney’s 2010 

changes to the LCP give the employer control over the medical and insurance needs of 

the employee, furthering the relationship of patronage and dependence characteristic of 

maternalism.  

2.3.4. Second Medical Exam Victory 

 

The elimination of the second medical exam comes after persistent organizing and 

protesting of Filipina women’s groups across Canada in defense of Juana Tejada. Jauna 

developed cancer while working in Toronto as a caregiver and was denied permanent 

residency upon failing her second medical exam. Before the December 2009 changes, 

permanent residency was contingent upon a clear bill of health pronounced during a 

second medical examination after finishing 24 months of live-in work. The second 

medical exam – like the pre-screening Canada undertakes for all migrant applicants – was 

institutionalized to protect Canada’s healthcare system from becoming overtaxed by the 

health issues of non-citizens.  
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Juana’s advocates argued that the Canadian health care system should not deny 

responsibility for the healthcare needs of women who had worked in the country for more 

than two years. The structural and systemic violence wrought through demoralizing 

housework and family separation damages LCP workers’ health and causes mental stress, 

depression, and alienation (Spitzer and Torres 2008: 17). Juana’s health deteriorated 

every day the Canadian government delayed rectifying her case. The elimination of the 

second medical exam is a huge victory in the fight for caregiver rights that PINAY 

members pointed to with feelings of pride and accomplishment.  

The second medical exam placed caregivers’ access to the welfare state under proviso and 

reveals the conditionality with which they are incorporated into Canadian society. 

Welcomed into the country to work as caregivers, they are excluded as soon as they 

themselves need care. The second medical exam grew out of Canadian immigration 

discourse, which “has been framed from the vantage point of self interest, as defined by 

old-timers' predisposition of the type of newcomers to Canada that would advance or 

harm its national interests” (Li 2003b).  

The LCP changes disguise this ideology by burying it deeper into the architecture of the 

program, but the evidence of immigration policies that prioritize the extraction of labour 

for the benefit of the Canadian economy over humanitarian objectives remains visible. As 

CIC reiterates whenever the live-in requirement of the LCP comes under fire, the LCP is 

a demand-driven program designed to meet a labour shortage of Canadian workers 

willing to provide 24-hour on-call live-in work. By placing workers in a precarious and 

isolated position away from their families, the LCP demonstrates that “the interests of 
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immigrant sending countries and of global inequality and redistribution are seldom 

considered” in Canadian immigration policy (Li 2003b).  

Kenney’s changes fail to address the fundamental critique brought against the LCP by 

PINAY: that the live-in requirement should be abolished because it violates human rights 

and that the program should be occupation-specific rather than employer-specific. Such 

changes would reduce the dependency of LCP participants on their employer and 

eliminate abuse because caregivers would have more security to quit abusive jobs and 

look for a new placement.  

2.4 PINAY: THE FILIPINO WOMEN’S ORGANIZATION IN QUEBEC  

PINAY, in their own words, “is a Filipino Women's Organization founded in 1991 that 

works to empower and organize Filipino women in Quebec, particularly Filipino 

domestic workers.” Most of its 200 members (of which about 25 are active in organizing 

and regularly attending events) are migrant workers under the Live-In Caregiver Program 

(LCP). During the eight months I volunteered with PINAY, I observed how the 

organization provided loving support to members and advanced campaigns that defend 

the rights of caregivers. I also saw the executive’s endless dedication to creating a vibrant, 

politically aware, and welcoming community.  

At almost every PINAY event, participants bring food for a potluck meal and breaks are 

given to encourage chatting and sharing between members. These events form the 

backbone of members’ social support networks, especially for those enduring family 

separation. The bonds of friendship and mentorship that form between members are so 

strong that they usually extend beyond PINAY events alone. Lith threw a party to 
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celebrate the arrival of her family to Canada in the Immigrant Workers’ Center (PINAY’s 

headquarters) and invited numerous PINAY members. Before and after PINAY events, 

smaller groups of members went together to church, birthday parties, or baptisms. Cars 

coming from the West Island or Châteauguay to the Immigrant Workers’ Center in Côte-

des-Neiges were always full of extra passengers in need of a lift.  

2.4.1 Dissident citizenship 

 

PINAY’s activities and mission are well captured by Sparks’ notion of dissident 

citizenship, “the practices of marginalized citizens who publically contest prevailing 

arrangements of power by means of oppositional democratic practices that augment or 

replace institutionalized channels of democratic opposition when those channels are 

inadequate or unavailable” (1997: 75). Filipina caregivers are marginalized both by their 

temporary status as non-citizens in Canada and by the stigma, stereotypes, and racism 

they encounter as an outgrowth of their position in society and occupation.  

The word “public” is key to the definition of dissident citizenship and its specific 

application to live-in caregivers in Montréal. Isolation is written into the structure of the 

LCP, which requires caregivers to live in their employers home and work long hours in 

the absence of coworkers. The channels of democratic opposition are not available to 

Filipina caregivers in Montréal because of their non-citizen status. LCP workers often 

assume they are excluded from unemployment insurance, legal aid, the labour board, 

overtime pay, and police protection. The PINAY executive constantly reminds caregivers 

that they can and should use these channels to demonstrate their presence in Canada and 

as a way of standing up for their rights.  
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Twinny: Evelyn told me yes I should complain because it’s legal. She said ‘why would there be an 

opportunity to complain if it’s not for you?’ 

Dissident citizenship replaces the traditional mechanisms of democratic action such as 

voting, lobbying, or petitioning with efforts to create alternative public spaces though 

actions like marches, protests, picket lines, sit-ins, speeches, strikes, and street theatre 

(Sparks 1997: 75). PINAY combines elements of both traditional and alternative 

mechanisms of democratic action because some members are full Canadian citizens. 

Older members encourage newcomers to join them in traditional democratic action, as 

was the case during a conversation between PINAY president Evelyn and Escada. 

Escada: Evelyn told me, ‘why don’t you quit right away, Escada? You have the right.’ But I say ‘I 

am newly arrived here, I don’t know everything I don’t know nothing, I am always scared, that’s 

it.’ That’s why. So hard. 

Sparks’ emphasis on courage here is especially relevant, as it takes getting over one’s 

fears of being fired or deported to contest the unjust conditions under which caregivers 

are expected to work. New arrivals were sometimes not yet ready to consider the advice 

from older members to be unafraid to speak up, quit, or to switch employers. In the 

context of the LCP, quitting takes courage because of the insecurity of long waiting times 

and extra agency fees for processing a new labour market opinion and finding a new 

employer. 

PINAY activities can be classified into four groups: political activism, social activities, 

support services, and education.  
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2.4.2. Political activism 

 

PINAY’s political activism focuses on changing discriminatory policies in both the 

Philippines and Canada through petitions, vigils, letter-writing, research, human rights 

cases, and campaigns to change working standards for caregivers. While I volunteered 

with PINAY, they were challenging the exclusion of domestic work from the legal 

definition of work in Quebec labour standards and the corresponding lack of CSST 

coverage for caregivers. Several actions were also planned to protest against the illegal 

detainment of 43 health care workers,
8
 in the Philippines who were arrested while 

providing free health care in the shantytowns of Manila. These included a candle-lit vigil, 

an online petition, and movie screenings. Fouron and Glick Schiller might call these 

activities expressions of “long-distance nationalism,” since they are political projects 

towards nation-building across borders (2001: 23). Long-distance nationalism tends to be 

expressed enthusiastically by individuals who feel their legal citizenship in the host 

country does not give them full protection of the law or by new migrants encountering 

difficulty in securing citizenship (23).  

In the context of exclusion from Canadian citizenship, interest and activism directed at 

the Philippines demonstrates the political rights of Filipina caregivers in the Philippines 

and reflects their nationalist identity (Parreñas 2001: 1142) The vigil I attended for the 43 

health care workers with about twenty PINAY members at a park in Côte-des-Neiges in 

front of a statue of José Rizal,
9
 appropriated public space in the park and displayed 

“Filipino-ness.” Petitioning against the unjust actions of the Filipino government may 

further entrench exclusion from Canadian society (Parreñas 2001: 1142) and taking up 

8
 Also known as the Morong 43.

9
 A Philippine national hero. 
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public park space may not be an overt form of resistance (Constable 1997: 166), but the 

performance of public lives informed about the goings on in the Philippines allows 

caregivers to negotiate an identity beyond that of “nanny” and the stereotypes associated 

with it.  

For three years, PINAY has been pursuing a human rights case against an agency in 

Montréal that recruited women from the Philippines to work as caregivers for employers 

who had no intention of hiring them. The agency charged the caregivers exorbitant fees 

for the processing of their immigration papers and coerced them into signing a year-long 

lease for overcrowded and low-quality housing that the agency itself owned. Women 

slept many to a room in these accommodations and were expected to provide unpaid 

domestic help to the agency owners in their house and office. The Quebec Human Rights 

Commission threw out the case because the man who ran the agency passed away. 

PINAY is currently in the process of contesting the decision with the help of pro bono 

lawyers and law students. PINAY and its legal help collected testimonies from close to 

thirty women to build the case.   

2.4.3. Social Activities 

 

Constable observed Filipina domestic helpers in Hong Kong doing social activities to 

help them forget their employment and class status as maids but downplayed the 

substantive impact these social activities can have on “the public meanings or conditions 

associated with their work” (Constable 1997: 206). This is in line with her focus on the 

ways in which Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong are placed in a field of discursive 

power that intermittently and unevenly disciplines them into acquiescence with 

exploitative expectations (203). I argue that the social activities PINAY organizes do 
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much more than distract LCP workers in Canada from the harsh realities of their working 

lives; they contest negative stereotypes about Filipinas in Montréal and provide a space 

for LCP workers to organize and imagine collective agency (Barber 2010: 142). Since 

live-in caregivers are isolated within the home, they lack access to socialized workplaces 

where class-consciousness can emerge, pointed to by Marx and Engels as crucial to 

triggering revolution (1848: 7). PINAY events go beyond the consequences Constable 

outlines because they constitute a collective space with the potential for militancy against 

flawed immigration policies and prejudices against caregivers.  

Many PINAY activities take place in public such as apple picking, rock climbing, trips to 

the waterslides or Ottawa for migrant advocacy conferences. Seeing a group of Filipina 

women together outside of work hours and their employers’ neighbourhoods works 

against the convention of keeping domestic workers hidden. Further, access to family is 

restored during these events because PINAY members who have succeeded in sponsoring 

their children and spouses to come to Canada attend as a family. The sight of a Filipina 

woman caring for her own child, or for her friend’s child challenges the trope of the 

brown woman pushing a white baby in a stroller. These public social events allow 

Filipina caregivers to experience the city and for the city to experience them very 

differently from their day-to-day experience while at work.  

Constable writes that birthday parties, pageants, and cultural performances are a type of 

everyday resistance that lacks the potency necessary to affect substantive changes in the 

lives of domestic helpers in Hong Kong. “Their everyday forms of resistance are geared 

toward surviving the situation with their sense of humanity intact” (206). Barber 

configures the interplay between complicity and the type of political resistance that holds 
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the potential to bring about real change differently; she observes that they do not cancel 

one another out and can in fact play out in tandem in the lives of isolated service workers 

(2010: 146).  

2.4.4 Support Services 

 

PINAY provides members with support services that include referrals, legal support, and 

accompaniment at court hearings, in negotiations with employers, and in dealings with 

the rental board. These services are usually the gateway to membership. Through the 

network of Filipina caregivers, word spreads about the help that Evelyn and PINAY can 

extend to those in trouble.  

Escada used PINAY’s accompaniment services for the five court dates she has had since 

her employer accused her of stealing jewelry. 

Shannon: How did your life change after you became a member of PINAY? 

Escada: Oh I changed a lot since I know PINAY because you know Evelyn, every time I go to the 

court, I go to the lawyer, she is always with me. 

Shannon: Evelyn always encourages people to stand up for their rights. Has that helped you?  

Escada: Since I know her, I feel I am safe, I am secured, I feel I am strong because she gives some 

advices. And she tells me ‘oh Escada, don’t think that you will be in jail soon’. Because I say, ‘Oh 

Tita (auntie), I felt when I slept in the jail, that was my last night.’ 

Escada spent a night in jail following the unwarranted intrusion of her employer into her 

home looking for supposedly stolen jewelry.
10

 

10
 Escada told me she never stole anything from her employer and that the jewelry her employer claims to 

have found at Escada’s apartment is actually Escada’s. 
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2.4.5 Education 

 

PINAY organizes orientation sessions for new members on Philippine history, women’s 

rights, and the LCP. The newsletter they produce is also part of their efforts to educate 

members so they will understand their situation in a wider context of global politics and 

economy. Evelyn thinks this type of education is key to caregiver rights and 

empowerment of members because it will spark curiosity to seek more knowledge.  

Evelyn: Going back to school, developing their knowledge. Because to us, if you stay stagnant 

with your knowledge, you don’t learn, you don’t develop, you become easy to victimize. So if you 

go out and forget about the fear, you’ll be strong enough to assert your rights… We at least want 

them to know what is PINAY so at least they will know how to explain it and then we have a 

women’s orientation about the Filipino women, how is the history of Filipino women’s oppression 

based on our society so they can understand. They could have an insight on why do we have these 

kinds of feelings. 

Elsa looks back on her early years as a caregiver in Montréal and realizes how much she 

has learned about her rights from her involvement with PINAY. Elsa’s reflections, read in 

a Marxian social theory context, speak to the emergence of class consciousness among 

migrant workers and the potential for class action this entails (Barber 2010: 146).  

Elsa: I joined PINAY and I started to learn my rights, my hours, what’s supposed to happen, 

what’s not supposed to happen…. There was one incident I almost fell off the windows because I 

was cleaning the windows. I realized why do the neighbours have someone to come to clean their 

windows and I am busting my ass to clean the windows and I almost fell? And then I heard from 

Evelyn that caregivers are not covered by CSST because they are working in a home, CSST says 

it’s fine, it’s not that dangerous. So when I would start talking back to my employer – not talking 

back, but answering back – like trying to tell her what I feel, she didn’t like it. The first time we 

had an interview to renew my contract after a year, she felt upset that I had learned so much in a 
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year from Evelyn. She didn’t like it at all. I told her that if I’m going to work, I should be paid 

every hour. She didn’t like it. 

Elsa became more familiar with the shape of her exploitation through her involvement 

with PINAY, which strained her relationship with her employer. The knowledge she 

gained about her situation furnished her with the courage to speak up to her employer to 

negotiate a fairer hourly wage.  

2.4.6 Recruitment  

 

PINAY members frequently reach out to those they think may be in need of Evelyn’s 

expertise and a support network through a Filipina women’s association. Twinny first 

heard about Evelyn on the train to work from another caregiver.  

Twinny: I heard of Evelyn on the train (to Blainville). Another girl who was involved with PINAY 

told me about it on the train.  

Tess’ permanent residency application has been placed under review because her 

daughter is handicapped. Dismayed by the thought of not being able to reunite with her 

family after so many years apart from them in Canada, Tess reached out to a woman at 

her church. This woman told Tess about PINAY. 

Tess: I talked to a woman from my church and she told me about PINAY. Evelyn is helping me 

now to get approved on humanitarian and compassionate grounds.  

2.5. PINOYVILLE: THE CÔTE-DES-NEIGES NEIGHBOURHOOD OF 

MONTRÉAL  

The Côte-des-Neiges (CDN) neighbourhood provided the setting for my research. 

Located to the northwest of the city center, well connected by bus and metro to downtown 

and the wealthy areas that tend to hire caregivers, it is a densely populated area of 
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Montréal organized in low-rise apartment buildings and duplexes. CDN is one of the most 

ethnically diverse areas of Montréal, but a few blocks of Van Horne Avenue and Victoria 

Avenue are nicknamed “PinoyVille” by Montréalers. This is where the heart of the 

Filipino community in Montréal resides. The density of the Filipino community in the 

area was conveyed to me by many of the people I interviewed, who informed me that 

CDN is home to 12,000 Filipinos. In 2006, Statistics Canada reported that there were 

17,100 Filipinos living in Montréal, 6,390 men and 10,715 women. These numbers are 

probably conservative estimates because they do not count undocumented Filipinos who 

lack official immigration status. Dozens of Filipino bakeries, stores, video rental shops, 

fruit vendors, and hair salons flank the streets of PinoyVille. The headquarters of 

FAMAS, the Filipino Association of Montréal and Suburbs is located at Van Horne and 

Victoria, right across the street from the PINAY headquarters at the Immigrant Workers’ 

Center.  

I was curious to know how my interviewees felt about Côte-des-Neiges as the newspapers 

I was studying focused on the neighbourhood. Advertisements in the Post and the Star for 

restaurants and other businesses were almost invariably located within the bounds of 

PinoyVille, write-ups about community events in the neighbourhood comprised the stock 

of much of the newspapers’ content, and the Mayor of the Borough Michael Applebaum 

was frequently interviewed about projects to beautify the streets or roll out new 

afterschool programs for youth. If the Montreal Pinoy Post, the North American Filipino 

Star, and the Filipino Forum were ethnic newspapers, they could just as easily be 

classified as neighbourhood papers. They spoke to the experience of living, shopping, and 



 

 

51

spending leisure time in Côte-des-Neiges. Papers were distributed almost exclusively in 

the Filipino businesses in Côte-des-Neiges.  

All of the women I interviewed occupied a secondary residence other than their 

employers’ home. Five of the women chose to rent apartments in Côte-des-Neiges. For 

Lith, Côte-des-Neiges provided a landing strip for her in Canada where it was easier to 

adjust to how her life had changed since she migrated.   

Shannon: Do you like the Côte-des-Neiges neighbourhood? 

Lith: Yes, I like the neighbourhood because all are Filipino, so it’s not hard to adjust because a lot 

of Filipinos, you know, the same culture. But now I adjust, a little bit adapt Canadian culture. 

Evelyn doesn’t live in Côte-des-Neiges but felt at home there and always brought out of 

town visitors to the area so they could have a taste of PinoyVille. 

Evelyn: I like being in Côte-des-Neiges. I like the atmosphere, you feel at home. There’s a street 

that mostly who lives there in apartment buildings are Filipinos. And you can hear another one 

talking to the other one on the other side of the road and it’s loud: “HIYA”. Even Filipinos who 

just come here and visit from other provinces and we take them to the CDN area, they say, ‘oh my 

god it’s like I’m in Kyapo!’ It’s an area of Manila where there’s a lot of people in that center. 

Anytime you turn your head, it’s a Filipino who is behind you. 

Escada thought the neighbourhood was friendly and liked being able to pick up Filipino 

products easily. It reminded her of home and helped with homesickness.  

Shannon: Some people say CDN is like Little Manila – do you think that’s true? 

Escada: Yes. Because you can see all your products, all the foods you want. Because sometimes 

you miss all that Filipino products. 
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Some women I spoke to did not have the same positive opinion towards Côte-des-Neiges. 

Tess was too tired when she got home from work to find energy to go out and interact 

with her neighbourhood. She preferred to stay home and watch bootlegged copies of the 

previous day’s programming on a Filipino channel or to talk with her family. Piedad had 

a similarly restricted interaction with Côte-des-Neiges, and admitted that she really only 

ever explored when she was shopping for Filipino products or going out to eat Asian 

food.   

Elsa, who lives in the West Island of Montréal, regarded Côte-des-Neiges with some 

trepidation because of her negative experience with gossip there.   

Elsa: When I used to live in Laval and I had friends in CDN. I used to hear stories about me from 

people I even don’t know. People make up stories about you, and people will take it – oh I heard 

you’re a bad girl, I heard you’re like this, you’re like that.  

Elsa is an outsider in Côte-des-Neiges. Unlike many other PINAY members and 

caregivers who live with other caregivers in small apartments while they wait to be 

reunited with their families, Elsa created a family of her own prior to finishing the 24 

months of the LCP with her Québécois husband in the West Island. Her hostility towards 

Côte-des-Neiges and the gossip that circulates within no doubt flows from her position as 

an outsider.  

For Cate, the Filipina-American journalist I interviewed, the Côte-des-Neiges 

neighbourhood helped her to take ownership of her Filipina identity while she was an 

undergraduate student at McGill University. Cate shared with me that the Filipino aspects 

of her identity were stifled by an upbringing in a small, mostly white town in the States 

and a mother who downplayed their Filipino-ness. When Cate moved to Montréal to go to 
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university and stumbled upon the Côte-des-Neiges, it was the first domino in a process of 

reclaiming her Filipina identity and exploring the root causes of her mother’s trauma as 

an immigrant Filipina in the US. 

Shannon: Was Côte-des-Neiges the first Filipino neighbourhood that you’d wandered into? 

Cate: Yeah. I kind of grew up feeling like the Philippines was a dirty secret, no one talks about it. 

So it was sort of like a lightning bolt when I walked into this neighbourhood and I saw a big sign 

that said “Balikbayan boxes.
11

” I was like, ‘woah I know what that is.’ I would just go to buy 

Filipino pastries, because it’s where you can get Filipino food in Montréal.  

Some women who came through the LCP find comfort and familiarity in the Côte-des-

Neiges neighbourhood, for others, it is a place that inspires ambiguous feelings.  

2.6 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have introduced the field site I learned from for eight months. My thesis 

looks at PinoyVille, PINAY, LCP workers, the Post and the Star to answer the question: 

what is the role of media in the lives of LCP workers in Montréal? It is to this topic that I 

now turn in chapter three.  

11
 For more on Balikbayan boxes, see chapter 4.  
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CHAPTER 3  READING AND WRITING FILIPINO NEWSPAPERS IN 

MONTRÉAL: TRANSNATIONALISM AND ELABORATED IDENTITIES 

3.1 INTRODUCTION  

The media is crucial to understanding how immigrants are perceived in host societies and 

in tracing the tracks of racism made by invisibilization, misrepresentation, 

underrepresentation, trivialization, or vilification of minorities in the press. As such, 

studying how live-in caregivers are portrayed in the mainstream and Filipino news media 

contributes to citizenship debates on the place of LCP workers within the feminist politics 

of domestic work and within a skewed immigration policy context.  

The section presents two Filipino papers – the North American Filipino Star and the 

Montreal Pinoy Post – in Montréal as transnational objects that elaborate Filipino identity 

in opposition to the stereotypes that surface from the mainstream press. The impact of 

their role in creating more rounded and unbounded versions of Filipino identity is curbed 

by their small circulation within the Filipino neighbourhood of Montréal. The quality of 

the alternative images they produce – especially in the context of the fight against 

stereotypes about Filipina women and towards exposing the LCP as racist, sexist, and 

exploitative – is reduced by the power dynamics that govern the production of discourses 

within the Star and the Post. This chapter brings to the fore the ambiguities and tensions 

between minority and mainstream media. It does so with sustained commitment to 

analyzing the experience of LCP workers with media, an as yet unexplored area of 

Canadian research.  
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While writing on the subject of diasporic Filipino media around the world has been 

sparse, it tends to emphasize the potential such outlets hold for the exercise of agency 

within the constraints of live-in work. The few scholars that have taken up the project 

point to the links between alternative media consumption and production and resistance. 

Parreñas (2001) demonstrated how the reading and writing of the Filipino diasporic 

magazine Tinig Filipino creates an imagined community of Filipina migrant caregivers, 

which holds potential for both resistance and constraint.  

Similarly, Kama’s study of Manila-Tel Aviv, an activist magazine run by Israelis with the 

intention of mobilizing Filipina caregivers points to the potential for empowerment 

through media use. Kama explores the role of the magazine in assuaging the processes of 

invisibilization in the lives of domestic workers through public exposure and recognition 

as writers in Manila-Tel Aviv. Taking stock of the harsh realities domestic workers face in 

Israel through family separation, financial stress, and demeaning work, Kama suggests 

that participation in the production and consumption of Manila-Tel Aviv replenishes 

emotional reservoirs that help recuperate a fuller sense of self for caregivers (2008: 235).  

Ignacio studied an internet news group called soc.culture.filipino where Filipinos in the 

Philippines and first, second, and 1.5 generation Filipinos in the US, Canada, Australia, 

Singapore, Austria, Greece, Sweeden, and Italy posted their opinions on Filipino identity 

to a readership of 20,000 “netizens” in 1996 (2005a: 20). Filipinos who posted on 

soc.culture.filipino created an alternative vision of Filipino identity, which was 

heterogeneous and fluid (Ignacio 2005a: xxiii). Alternative spaces of opinion making 

online are portrayed as viable avenues to challenge racialized and gendered images 

through imagination and shared experience (Ignacio 2005b: 240). Ignacio proposes that 
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soc.culture.filipino was conceived as a postcolonial and nation-building project to 

eradicate the damaging traces of American and Spanish colonialism on the Philippines. 

Gender roles continued to define participation in the newsgroup, as the dominance of 

male posters and the gender myths their posts endorsed silenced Filipina women and 

rendered them passive (Ignacio 2005b: 242).  

Daly’s work on the website she created called pinay.com also attests to the power of 

alternative media in projects of decolonization that create identities in opposition to 

mainstream images. The website was designed to represent Filipina identity as fluid, 

composite, multidimensional, and changing in reaction against the dominance of dating, 

mail order bride, pornographic, and pen pal sites that a google search for “Filipina” yields 

(Daly 2005: 226). While alternative media can hold potential for creating inclusive, 

positive, empowering, heterogeneous, and fluid images of minorities, they can also create 

stifling discourses mandating ‘normal’ and problematizing non-mainstream behaviour.  

The role of diasporic Filipino media as a discourse dictating how readers act, dress, think, 

make value judgments, and consume has been pointed to in the literature. In the case of 

media targeted toward Filipina domestics, Ebron (2000) found that three magazines, 

Kabayan, Diwaliwan (published in the Philippines) and Tining Filipino (published in 

Hong Kong) discipline readers to mimic the image of the “demure, ladylike, and 

hardworking” Filipina.  

Ebron quotes from a letter to the editor of these publications by a domestic worker in 

Rome that reveals how diasporic media discourses can shape readers into trustworthy and 

responsible workers (2000: 20). The domestic worker wrote that the magazine 



 

 

57

“encourages us to always practice devotion to duty coupled with honesty, because I am 

not only representing my name, but also my country” (21). The role of diasporic 

magazines in producing quiet, inconspicuous subjects hidden behind the closed doors of 

their employers’ homes draws our attention to the sinister potential of alternative media. 

This stems form the recognition that power politics are at play in all media, regardless of 

their status as peripheral to the mainstream.  

Ethnic media create discourses that sanction certain behaviours and discourage others. 

The media are an apparatus of dominant groups in creating discourses that offer a toolkit 

for thinking about the world while obstructing alternative viewpoints. Discourses create 

spaces where only certain things can be said or even imagined (Escobar 1995: 12). 

Discourse is the material from which the expressive part of hegemony is fashioned (Kalb 

2005) and as such media discourses contribute to hegemonic ways of acting, interpreting, 

and being for immigrant readers of ethnic news media. Shi maintains that, “media 

discourses draw individuals to interpret their daily actualities with the alienated constructs 

of power and to subordinate their experienced world to the categories of ruling” (2009: 

599). For example, a Chinese daily newspaper ran an article urging readers to pay 

attention to how they dress in the US that included advice on matching the colours of 

one’s shoes and socks (Shi 2009: 607). Articles like this elevate dominant cultural norms, 

denigrate divergent ways of dressing, and introduce working class women readers to the 

ways in which they are expected to perceive and represent themselves (607).  

Media studies have left the ways in which immigrant media create discourses largely 

unexamined. The de facto portrayal of the immigrant press as alternative to the 

mainstream press has arisen in the literature from the lack of recognition of the 
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differences between publications under the immigrant press category (Shi 2009: 599). My 

decision to analyze two Filipino newspapers in Montréal came about in response to the 

imperative to look for evidence of variety and divergence between ethnic media 

publications.  

The work of Parreñas (2001), Kama (2008), Ignacio (2005) and Daly (2005) points to the 

ways in which alternative media has been used by Filipinos around the world in projects 

of transnational resistance, empowerment, and postcolonialism. Ignacio’s and Daly’s 

work examines how participatory online media can be used in projects of decolonization 

and toward the formation of self-generated identities. Shi and Ebron’s work calls 

attention to how working class women within the ethnic ‘communities’ are addressed in 

the immigrant press through discourse that endorses specific ways of being an immigrant 

in a new place.  

The questions I formed about the Star and the Post follow from the conclusions drawn 

from these studies. Do caregivers use the Post and the Star in performances of 

transnational resistance? Does being in the news, writing the news, or reading the news 

contribute to LCP workers’ attempts at empowerment? Are stereotypes of Filipinos in the 

mainstream Montréal news reversed or perpetuated in the Post and the Star? What kinds 

of behaviours do the Post and the Star sanction through the discourses they create and 

what kinds of behaviours are marginalized?  

3.2 ACTIVE, CREATIVE AUDIENCES  

My project subscribes to the portrayal of audiences as active, discerning, and creative 

bodies that change media meanings through the act of consumption. This theoretical 
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position is reflected in my methodology, which balanced content analysis with reception 

studies through the interviews I did with LCP workers about their opinions on Filipino 

and mainstream media. 

Cunningham and Sinclair point to the paradigm shift that took place in media studies 

from assuming meanings are imposed towards recognizing the agency of the audience in 

shaping these meanings (2000: 4) This paradigm shift challenged the idea that 

mainstream media discourses were hegemonic in ‘othering’ minority cultures, a 

phenomenon numerous studies have attempted to demonstrate (Ojo 2006, Jiwani 1998, 

Fleras and Kunz 2001, Tufte 2001). Mahtani points to the way that people without 

political power develop their own readings of and uses for mainstream cultural products – 

in fun, in resistance, or to articulate their own identity (2001: 113). Consumers of mass 

media actively interpret, perceive, and determine the meanings of media representations.  

For the women I spoke with, news served various functions. Some consumed news to 

search for a reflection of themselves: they scanned papers for a tidbit about the lives of 

the Filipina labour diaspora working as domestic helpers. 

Tess: I would like to see more articles about caregivers. I would like to know what the changes 

were to the LCP.   

Some used the news to gain information about the Philippines and to stay connected to 

the places they left behind.  

Pilar: I like to read news about the Philippines. The root cause of why we’re leaving and migrating 

is because of the politics over there. I feel the need to know what’s going on there. 
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Pilar, who lives in Toronto and is involved with activist migrant groups InCite and 

Gabriella, places her media consumption in the context of her politics.  

Some of the women I interviewed demonstrated no interest in reading news – regardless 

of whether the source was a mainstream newspaper or a Filipino newspaper.  

Shannon: Do you read any other kinds of newspapers? 

Escada: No 

Shannon: Watch the news? 

Escada: No  

Shannon: Listen to the radio? 

Escada: No 

Shannon: Internet? 

Escada: No. 

Shannon: So you don’t like to know about news from the Philippines?  

Escada: No because it’s always the same thing, you know. That there is a big problem in the 

Philippines, that the president is not okay, Philippines owe money to USA.  

Escada chooses not to keep up with news about the Philippines because she is fatigued by 

the negative portrayals of her home country that “contaminate” her memory (Mahtani 

2009: 261). Mahtani introduced the concept of “contaminated memories” to describe the 

colonization of memories through mainstream media that distort and misrepresent third 

world countries from which immigrants come to Canada (262).  

3.3 THE NORTH AMERICAN FILIPINO STAR AND THE MONTREAL PINOY 

POST  

The North American Filipino Star has a long history of media making in the Filipino 

community in Montréal. The paper has been in existence since 1982. The current editor-
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in-chief Zenaida Kharroubi took over the paper’s operations from its previous editor in 

1997. Kharroubi consistently prints 5,000 copies of a 24-page issue every month, 

distributed for free in Filipino businesses in Côte-des-Neiges and the West Island where 

they are very popular. Each issue combines original content from volunteer columnists on 

world and local issues, accounts of local community events in the Filipino community, 

articles from newswires in the Philippines covering news in the Philippines, and articles 

from Canadian newswires covering news in Canada.   

The Montreal Pinoy Post is a newcomer on the Filipino newspaper scene in Montréal. 

The first issue was published in April 2009, making the paper two years old at the time of 

writing. The editor-in-chief, Jayjay T. Villanueva, was for a short period of time on the 

Star board after Kharroubi took over the paper from its previous editor. The Montreal 

Pinoy Post has a circulation of between 3,000 and 7,000 and copies are distributed free of 

charge in Asian grocery stores and businesses in Côte-des-Neiges, the South Shore, St-

Laurent, Toronto, California, on the west coast, and in Winnipeg. The Post is run entirely 

by volunteer writers and editors, features a higher proportion of original content than the 

Star, and makes ends meet through advertising revenue.  

The differences between the papers can be grouped into three sections. First, while the 

Star prints articles that entangle it in personal disputes between Fred Magallenes – editor 

of the Filipino Forum – and members of the community, an integral part of the Post’s 

mandate is to avoid taking sides or giving any attention to these disputes. Second, a 

higher proportion of the articles printed in the Star deal specifically with the Philippines 

or Filipinos in Montréal than the Post, which frequently prints articles that deal with other 

international news or are written for an audience unspecified by Filipino ethnicity. Third, 
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the Star runs more hard news content from newswires than the Post, which prints a higher 

proportion of lifestyle news generated by volunteer columnists. 

Three themes emerge from an analysis of the Star and the Post. First, the papers are 

transnational objects. Second, the many pages of the papers present an elaborated, well-

rounded, fleshed-out, and three-dimensional portrait of Filipino identity and the Filipino 

experience that works against stereotypes and generalizations. Third, the papers give 

evidence to the stratification within the Filipino community in Montréal and demonstrate 

mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion that operate along gender, occupation, 

immigration status, religious, and class lines.  

3.4 MAINSTREAM MEDIA 

The images of Filipinos, Filipino-ness, and LCP workers that emerge from the Post and 

the Star must be placed in the context of mainstream media in order to interrogate their 

role in speaking back to mainstream messages. The mainstream media both reflect the 

reality of LCP work and construct it through representation. Hall argues that 

representations are formative, not just expressive in the making of everyday realities and 

opinions. “How things are represented and the ‘machineries’ and regimes of 

representation in a culture do play a constitutive, and not merely a reflective, after the 

event, role” (Hall 1996: 443).  

The media offer their audience a lens through which to see their world, and are 

responsible for the way that people “interpret, consider and evaluate” Canadian society 

(Mahtani 2001: 100). Media reports about immigrant-sending countries and immigrants 

are especially potent in constituting perceptions of immigrant identities in rural and 
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homogenous areas of the country where residents frequently do not have face-to-face 

contact with immigrants (Mahtani 2008: 232). The media in Canada saturate public 

consciousness in all corners of the country and articulate what is important, normal, and 

acceptable in society (Fleras and Kunz 2001: 47). News media hold a special significance 

in the making of reality because they are perceived as a source of objective, impartial, and 

balanced reporting on events in the world (Jiwani 2006: 36).  

The mainstream news media in Canada are controlled by the dominant sector of society 

and tend to advance their interests and normalize their experience by silencing alternative 

trains of thought and misrepresenting minorities (Fleras and Kunz 2001: 48). Negative 

portrayals of immigrants in the mainstream media as deviant, disease-carrying, and 

burdensome to the Canadian economy and health care system, and as irrelevant to the 

Canadian project of nation-building damage immigrants’ self-esteem by making them feel 

inferior to “real” Canadians (Mahtani 2001: 101). Daly examines Nancy Drew to 

demonstrate how normalizing whiteness and pathologizing non-whiteness denigrates and 

negates whole communities of colour. While the Nancy Drew series is not a form of news 

media, Daly’s reflections on the impact of the novels on her own self-esteem illustrate the 

effects of negative representations. “With whom should I have identified – the smart, 

fearless girl detective, whom I aspired to be, or the inscrutable Asian, the dark 

complexioned villainess, or comical “darkie” who looked like me? Given the realities of 

cultural imperialism and colonial mentality, legacies of my family and culture, these 

“choices” were never really choices at all” (Daly 2005: 55).  

Li points to the ways in which news media in Canada construct national boundaries 

around territorial space and symbolic/social/cultural space by representing Asian 
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minorities as potential bearers of infectious diseases, escalating Canadian crime rates, and 

using Canada as a gateway to illegal migration to the US (Li 2003b). These portrayals 

divide people who have been in Canada for a long time and newcomers. Exclusion from 

full citizenship rights is expressed on the basis that immigrants are separate and different 

from Canadians with full citizenship – “real” Canadians. The under-representation or 

omission of immigrants from the mainstream media circumscribes their citizenship in 

Canada through a denial of their contributions to Canadian society and makes believe that 

they do not exist.  

Jiwani construes news media in Canada as a type of symbolic violence based on its 

tendency to objectify, dehumanize, and inferiorize minorities (2006: 37). She draws a 

connection between under-representation or misrepresentation of minorities and the 

official justification of measures that restrict minority or immigrant rights in Canada (37). 

News media are well positioned to exert symbolic violence because they occupy a 

position of power, are controlled by people with power, and are used to maintain the 

dominance of these people and their views (37).  

The Post arts and culture writer, Veraida shared her dissatisfaction with the negative 

portrayals of Filipinos in the mainstream news.  

Veraida: I think, especially from the most recent mainstream news that’s been coming out, it just 

seems very critical and very negative. It’s hard to really think about anything that we could be 

possibly proud of. Especially most recently, the thing about the hostage-taking in the Philippines, 

the police officer that was fired and then took over a bunch of tourists from Hong Kong. The 

SWAT team really didn’t handle that – at least – it’s portrayed that half of the tourists died. A lot 

of news about the Philippines is a lot of tragedies. Tragedies, very negative, and it doesn’t make 
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me feel proud about some of the things that are being portrayed. You don’t hear about the good 

things that may be happening over there, you just hear about the bad things.  

Portrayals of the management of a bus of Hong Kong tourists in the Philippines that was 

held hostage in the summer damaged Veraida’s self esteem as a Filipina woman. Her 

analysis is trenchant in its reiteration that negative news is a portrayal that may not 

necessarily reflect reality. The mainstream media has a penetrating influence on how 

immigrants are seen and how they feel about themselves through international news 

coverage of their home countries.  

Evelyn suspects mainstream Canadian newspapers may not be the most suitable or 

trustworthy ally for a women’s activist group struggling to have the LCP amended. 

Evelyn: I know that Canadian newspapers are owned by multi-millionaires. I’m sure lots of the 

people who run the newspapers have caregivers they exploit because they can afford to pay, so 

who cares about those caregivers?  

Neoliberalism has transformed the mainstream news industry in Canada, and now more 

than ever before news outlets across the country are owned and controlled by powerful 

and wealthy companies. The content of Canadian newspapers has become increasingly 

homogeneous in coincidence with the neoliberal deregulation of media markets (Mahtani 

2008: 243). In an effort to make even greater profits, media conglomerates have used 

buy-outs, mergers, take-overs, and closures to reduce operating costs and expand market 

share (243).  

In my final chapter, I examine three articles in the Montreal Gazette that ran during the 

time I did my fieldwork that deal specifically with LCP workers. They contribute to the 

stereotype that all Filipinas are domestic workers. These articles also portray LCP 
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workers as third world victims upon whom charity is appropriately extended. By failing 

to explain the criteria and restrictions of the live-in caregiver program, these reports fail 

to advocate for LCP workers or make substantial moves towards the improvement of their 

working conditions.  

3.5 FILIPINO NEWSPAPERS IN MONTRÉAL 

Canadian research on ethnic newspapers has been fairly limited in volume and poses 

questions about assimilation less frequently than American research on the subject. 

Nonetheless, questions about assimilation do arise – often couched with other questions 

about transnationalism. Focusing on assimilation and integration denies the way 

transnational connections between the Philippines and Canada continue to define daily 

lived experiences for Filipino migrants in Montréal through remittance-sending, keeping 

in touch with overseas relatives, investment in the Philippines, and participation in 

politics in the Philippines by voting or news consumption. Questions about assimilation 

arise from conceptualizing immigrants as separate and different from “real” (full-citizen) 

Canadians and imply that immigrants must change something about themselves in order 

to be enfolded into the multicultural fabric of the Canadian nation.   

Ojo lists the integration of immigrants and minorities into dominant mainstream culture 

as one of the roles of the Montréal Community Contact – an Afro-Caribbean newspaper 

in Montréal (2006: 353). Sidestepping questions of assimilation and integration, Ojo 

concludes that ethnic media in Canada serve as cultural interpreters and community 

resources and grow out of dissatisfaction with the way minorities are represented in the 

media (358). Fleras’ (2009) research on ethnic and Aboriginal media in Canada poses 

questions about assimilation and integration, but follows Li’s vision for a more inclusive 
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approach to integration that values cultural differences as assets “in the building of a 

global and diverse society” (Li 2003a: 316). Fleras posits that Aboriginal and ethnic 

media integrate readers into a more inclusive Canada – the diversity of which is 

contributed to by the newspapers that promote intercultural awareness and exchange 

(144). Yu and Murray also subscribe to the formulation that immigrant media can both 

contribute to the expansion of inclusiveness within Canada and provide avenues to 

integrate into a multicultural society (2007: 101). Yu and Murray portray transnationalism 

within Korean newspapers in Vancouver as part of projects to encourage “healthy 

multicultural citizenship and social cohesion” in Canada (101).  

My research abandons questions about assimilation and instead focuses on how the Star 

and the Post produce translocality in line with the transnational lives of their readers and 

writers. I present the Star and the Post as transnational objects that facilitate living across 

borders.  

3.5.1 Transnational News 

 

The Post and the Star are transnational objects. They blur the boundaries between 

Montréal (Quebec/Canada) and the Philippines and attest to the webs of social, political, 

family, and economic ties that connect the daily lives of Montréal Filipinos to the 

Philippines. The newspapers combine content about Côte-des-Neiges, Montréal, the 

Philippines, and the Philippine diaspora throughout the world in about equal proportions. 

Even the names of the newspapers speak to the composite identities that arise when lives 

are lived transnationally. The North American Filipino Star is both Filipino and North 

American, the Montreal Pinoy Post is both a voice for Pinoys and a reflection of life in 

Montréal.  
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It is impossible to discern what is local and what is international news within the pages of 

the Star and the Post, as the newspapers are not organized as such. Stories about politics, 

corruption, disasters, and organizing in the Philippines bleed into stories about 

improvements to Côte-des-Neiges, elections of Filipino community leaders, and reports 

on community events in Montréal such as picnics, festivals, and parades.  

The newspapers report on the transnational pathways through which members of the 

Filipino community in Montréal circulate. In the Star article “First World Filipinos 

dreaming of a First World Philippines,” Amir Billones points to acts of transnationalism 

that contribute to the agitating for change in the Philippines including scholarships for 

students in the Philippines, alumnae fundraising events, disaster relief/aid, and 

immigration sponsorship (2009: 17). He introduces a new movement of nation-building 

called Gawad Kalinga that seeks to raise the Philippines from its status as a third world 

country by putting social conscience before profits. Billones uses his platform within the 

Star to seek support for Gawad Kalinga. Both the Star and the Post frequently report on 

natural disasters in the Philippines and use the space of their newspapers to rally readers 

to make donations to relief funds.  

The imagined or real mobility that accompanies lives lived transnationally is represented 

in the Post and Star’s sections on tourism and immigration policy news. Every issue of 

the Star features a multiple page article of a tourist destination in the Philippines. The 

Post regularly features a column written by a Filipino travel agent that offers advice when 

booking a flight “home” – a term which comes to stand in for the Philippines throughout 

the text of the newspaper. Tourism reporting simultaneously attests to the experience of 
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migrants in Montréal returning home and feeds the imaginations of those who are unable 

to leave Canada due to financial or immigration status restrictions.  

The Star and the Post can be construed as transnational in three ways. First, the 

newspapers are themselves symbols of transnationalism in their structure and content that 

blur boundaries between the Philippines and Montréal. Second, they offer a window into 

the transnational activities of readers and writers. Third, they are used as a platform to 

cement, promote, and facilitate transnational activities.  

Lith’s comments on her reasons for reading the Star and the Post indicate that the 

newspapers satisfy her need for transnational news and encapsulate her worldview.  

Shannon: Do you usually like to read the North American Filipino Star and the Montreal Pinoy 

Post? 

Lith: We like to read them because some are news from the Philippines and some news from 

Filipinos here in Canada. So we would like to know also what’s happening with the Filipinos. 

Even though we are here, we don’t know what’s happening to Filipinos in Canada. 

Lith expresses interest in exploring what life is like for other Filipinos in Canada 

alongside her desire to consume Filipino news. The Star and the Post satisfy this interest 

of hers.  

3.5.2 Elaborated Identities 

 

Often underrepresented, the articles about Filipinos or the Philippines that do occasionally 

run in the mainstream press are often solitary and couched amid other articles that speak 

to the experience of “real” full citizen Canadians. The mainstream media fail to speak to 

the heterogeneity in the Filipino community in Montréal and the variety in their daily 
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experiences. The North American Filipino Star and the Montreal Pinoy Post, in contrast 

offer an elaborated depiction of Filipinos, Filipino-ness, and the Philippines in Montréal 

in the many pages of their issues. No easy answers emerge from the papers about what it 

means to be Filipino in Montréal, the immigrant experience, or the Philippines. Instead, 

the papers are full of contradictions, ambiguities, and variety. Most importantly, articles 

about Montréal municipal politics, federal elections, and countries in the world other than 

Canada and the Philippines attest to the various places and issues that form the 

constellations of power, life, and experience for Filipinos in Montréal. The newspapers 

capture the layers of the Filipino community, cleaved by the year of arrival in Montréal, 

birthplace, class, gender, area of origin or heritage in the Philippines, and immigration 

status. Members of the Filipino diaspora actively engaged in the production of the Star 

and the Post resist the imposition of categories of identity upon Filipinos in Montréal 

through their elaboration in print.  

The elaboration of this identity is often positive, which serves to counterbalance negative 

portrayals of Filipinos in Montréal mainstream news. The pages of the Post are explicitly 

dedicated to showcasing the achievements of Filipino Montréalers, as Post editor in chief, 

Ate Len explained. 

Ate Len: We wanted to publish a newspaper that would rally more positive news rather than the 

bad news that we always talk about in our community. The Pinoy Post looks more on the 

achievements of people, the little achievements of people. Highlighting them. Paying tribute to 

leaders for what they have done. 

The pages of the Post are often taken up by profiles of admirable Filipino Montréalers, 

including an award-winning playwright, a beauty pageant organizer, entrepreneurs, and a 
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doctor who survived Japanese concentration camps during the occupation of the 

Philippines.  

Pilar appreciated the proliferation of stories about Filipino immigrants to Canada and 

elsewhere in the Filipino newspapers she reads.  

Pilar: It makes us proud. It’s not just another story that Filipinas are just nannies or just domestics. 

Pilar hints at an idea I explore more deeply in chapter six; the tendency to stereotype 

Filipina women as nannies or caregivers. For Pilar, reading about a Filipino engineer who 

made his way back to his career level in the Philippines after starting out at a 

MacDonald’s in Toronto, famous Filipina singers, and Clinton’s Filipina nurses were 

important in forming her own identity as more than “just a maid” (Ebron 2002).  

3.5.3 Measuring the Power of Ethnic Media  

 

Filipino newspapers in Montréal are part of a project to make a space for Filipinos in the 

urban mediascape. Whole issues of Filipino newspapers declare that Filipinos do exist in 

Montréal. They offer a map of the geographies in the city that are important to them and 

enumerate their contributions to Canadian society. They also offer a window into the 

types of goods and services that sustain the migrant economy in Montréal.   

Moreover, Filipino media offerings in Montréal recognize the heterogeneity within the 

category “Filipino.” Hall (1996) pointed to the importance of recognizing the 

“extraordinary diversity of subjective positions, social experiences, and cultural identities 

that compose the category ‘black’” in order to develop a new politics of representation 

that moves beyond generalizations, simplifications, and racial prejudice (443). A variety 

of immigrant experiences are represented in the papers and some articles do a good job of 
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advocating for LCP workers’ rights and addressing the precarious economic and 

immigration status of this sector of the Filipino community.  

While the power of ethnic media to change how minorities are represented in the 

mainstream press is pointed to by Canadian researchers, it is also portrayed as limited 

because its alternative portrayals tend to circulate within migrant networks and may not 

reach mainstream audiences. Jiwani stresses that the success of alternative media is 

crucial to curbing the power of racist portrayals of minority in the mainstream media 

(2006: 60). Ojo notes that ethnic media can have only a limited impact on Canada’s 

political agenda because they are written by and for only a small segment of the Canadian 

population (2006: 358). The obstruction of racial stereotypes in the mainstream media 

initiated by the Star and the Post is reigned in by their small circulation within the 

Montréal’s Filipino neighbourhood. Fleras also recognized how ethnic media are defined 

by these dual processes by pointing out that they are both insular and integrative, inward 

and outward looking (2009: 145).   

Star editor-in-chief Zenaida’s comments about printing a Tagalog section in her 

newspaper attest to the small segment of Montréalers the Star targets. 

Shannon: Did you think it was important to have articles in Tagalog? Because if it’s in English, 

then more Montréalers can read it. 

Zenaida: Yes but you see we also have to show that we are Filipino by having something in 

Tagalog, even though people here will not understand it. But we have to recognize that we have 

this language.  

The majority of both the Post and the Star are printed in English, making them more 

accessible to the larger Montréal population than most ethnic newspapers that are 
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generally printed in languages other than English or French. Zenaida assumes an audience 

of non-Filipino people when she says that printing some articles in Tagalog will “show 

that we are Filipino.” She values the showcasing and ownership of the language of the 

homeland as much as making her paper accessible to non-Filipino Montréalers. The Star 

addresses a segment of the Montréal community and occupies a narrow segment of the 

city’s media spectrum.  

The narrow focus of the Post and the Star is evidenced in their tendency to cover news 

and events that take place or concern Côte-des-Neiges. Life in the borough is featured 

prominently in the newspapers’ content, as articles about FAMAS elections (Filipino 

Association of Montréal and Suburbs), CDN mayor Applebaum’s investments in the 

neighbourhood, local dance troupes, transit improvements, and community events are 

frequently featured. Veraida explained the Post’s geographical focus on Côte-des-Neiges.  

Shannon: Does the Montreal Pinoy Post focus on the Côte-des-Neiges neighbourhood?  

Veraida: I mean there are quite a few sections that do focus on the CDN neighbourhood because 

that is where most Filipinos live. All Filipinos know where CDN is and that’s where they can even 

feel more at home because they’re surrounded by their own people and there are a lot of Filipino 

businesses that are starting to develop there as well. 

The potential for the Post and the Star to have an impact on dominant images of Filipinos 

in Montréal is curbed by the containment of their content and circulation within the 

Filipino community in Côte-des-Neiges.  

3.5.4 Resistance and Empowerment through Filipino Media 

 

Ethnographic data collected through interviews with nine Filipina caregivers in Montréal 

reveals that they do not use the Post and the Star in expressions of transnational 
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resistance. I framed my inquiry into the role of media in the lives of Filipina caregivers 

around the potential for transnational resistance through media use based on Parreñas’ 

work on Tinig Filipino, a monthly magazine produced in Hong Kong and circulated in 

more than a dozen countries. 

Parreñas makes the connection between transnational media and resistance explicit. Tinig 

Filipino caters to the Filipina diaspora and frequently features articles and letters written 

about domestic care work or by caregivers (Parreñas 2001: 1131). Writers tend to focus 

on the realities of transnational family life, difficulties encountered in the workplace and 

as a result of government regulatory agencies, migration laws, and women’s love lives 

(1132).  

The magazine grounds Filipina caregivers’ perception of shared experiences of partial 

citizenship with other caregivers across the globe and constructs the Philippines as 

‘home’ in the imagination of the caregiver diaspora. Imagining the Philippines as ‘home’ 

constitutes a kind of resistance against exclusion in receiving countries because it is 

perceived as the place that caregivers truly belong, where they will enjoy a higher-class 

status and where they will be relieved from performing domestic work (1138). Filipina 

migrants turn to home to negotiate their racially segmented integration and also to 

negotiate their experience of partial citizenship in receiving states (1139). 

The substantive impact of the transnational imagination as a political act, however, must 

not be overstated. The LCP requires that Filipina workers in Canada spend two years 

living-in with their employers’ family, rendering the possibility of ever actually returning 

to an imagined ‘home’ remote. The use of the Philippine nationalist identity to expand 
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their constrained citizenship is thus limited (Parreñas 1142). The politics of imagining 

may in fact further entrench the partial citizenship of Filipina migrants. “The use of a 

nationalist identity, while empowering, redirects migrants from claiming their rightful 

membership in receiving nations” (1142).  

The women I spoke to did not use the Post and the Star in their imaginings of home and 

in the creation of a Filipina domestic worker diaspora. These modes of resistance were 

accomplished in other ways: through talking to family members, planning trips home, and 

participating in PINAY events. Some caregivers I spoke with were not avid readers of the 

Post and the Star and were not always interested in the newspapers’ content. 

Shannon: So you don’t read the Montreal Pinoy Post or the North American Filipino Star very 

often? 

Elsa: No, not very often. Because when I read it, it’s all like beauty pageants or something like 

that and I don’t have any interest in them. Some articles I read, it’s not a real story. They’re not 

going to say anything bad about the community or the government that’s feeding them. When I 

would read stuff it’s always charity works, activities of the community.  

Elsa critically assesses the quality and content of the Filipino papers on offer in Côte-des-

Neiges and decides that she does not wish to keep up with them regularly. Escada told me 

why she doesn’t read the Star or the Post. 

Shannon: You don’t read them? How come? Because you don’t like them? 

Escada: I’m not saying I don’t like it, but if you read this, you see a lot of problems in the 

Philippines, and then popularity.  

The pain of remembering the economic and political problems of the Philippines was too 

much for Escada and she removed herself as a spectator in the community feuds featured 
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in the Star. The issue of political disruption and chaos at home and its impact on Filipino 

people in Montréal is picked up again later in chapter seven. Escada’s comment about 

“popularity” refers to the feuds between Star writers and editors and the editor-in-chief of 

the Filipino Forum, and to the high status members of the Filipino community who are 

sometimes photographed at prestigious events.  

When Lith and I were discussing the Filipino papers’ frequent coverage of beauty 

pageants, she demonstrated how media messages are changed by the moment of audience 

interpretation. Lith agreed that beauty pageants were detrimental to women’s 

empowerment within the community, but refused to let the standards of beauty they set 

affect her own self-esteem. 

Lith: I am not to care about the beauty pageants, because I believe that I am beautiful. Even if I am 

not a beauty, I am beautiful. 

Tess and Emmy selected content from within the Post and the Star that suited their media 

needs and gathered news from sources other than the Filipino newspapers in Côte-des-

Neiges. 

Emmy: I think if you want to keep updated about your country, you will take this: (points to the 

North American Filipino Star), but if you want to be updated about what’s going on in Montréal, 

you will read the Gazette. 

Tess: I read the North American Filipino Star. My sister-in-law passes it to me, and I read it. I like 

to read the news about the Philippines. But I don’t like the pages of celebrity gossip. I only pay 

attention to the stars that I know. There are many of them that I don’t know! 

These processes of selection and evaluation of the media available to LCP workers in 

Montréal attest to the agency of caregivers as a special audience group. The messages of 
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the Star and the Post that upset or bore caregivers are resisted when LCP workers refuse 

to play the role of an audience member.   

While caregiver readers do not use the Post and the Star as modes of transnational 

resistance, reading and writing for a Filipino newspaper can be empowering in other 

ways. Veraida, the Montreal Pinoy Post arts and culture writer, thinks that writing news 

for the Filipino community is a way to produce more varied versions of Filipino identity 

and to counteract stereotypes about Filipina femininity.  

Veraida: When you write for the Post, you set an example to everyone: that you’re capable of 

doing these kinds of things because especially with the stereotypical idea that Filipinas are 

caregivers, they go into nursing. The Pinoy Post is definitely an outlet for people to write. 

Especially with the young generation that they have that they’re part of something that they can 

belong to. 

A sense of belonging to the Filipino community is especially important according to 

Veraida and membership can be cemented through participation in minority media. Her 

statement has currency in citizenship debates – explored by Parreñas – on the substantive 

value of immigrants relying on fuller senses of belonging to the Philippines to curb 

feelings of exclusion in receiving states. It is debatable whether fostering feelings of 

belonging to the Filipino community deters efforts to secure fuller citizenship in Canada 

and Quebec.    

Kama’s article on Manila-Tel Aviv, a magazine run by activists for Filipina caregivers in 

Israel, points to how pleasure through media production and consumption can be key to 

empowerment, even in the absence of explicitly political dimensions (2008: 235). Kama 

concludes that caregivers become empowered through the pleasure they derive from 
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writing on love and completing puzzles in the magazine (2008). Indeed, other scholars of 

immigrant and ethnic media have explored the importance of imagination to working 

class women’s consumption of media. Shi writes that the working class Chinese women 

in her study read newspapers to “look[…] for a view of life that is larger than their daily 

experiences, so they can be protected spiritually from being consumed by back-breaking 

routines and suffocating pressure of survival” (603).  

One of the reasons Pilar appreciates The Philippine Reporter – a Filipino newspaper 

produced in Winnipeg and circulated throughout the country – is because it offers her 

avenues to leisure activities that she can afford and fit into her busy life. 

Pilar: The Philippine Reporter tells you where and how to get cheaper entertainment things if you 

want to have fun. I would say to myself, I will save money to go to have a chance, to have a break.  

3.5.5 (Mis)representation in Minority News 

 

The power dynamics within the Post and the Star that produce discourses of inclusion and 

exclusion in the newspapers must be examined. The Montreal Pinoy Post and the North 

American Filipino Star produce a profile of the category “Filipino” that includes some 

and excludes others. The newspapers construct a normative experience of immigrant life 

in Montréal that silences variety across gender, class, and age lines.    

Hall cautioned against celebrating media produced by or about minorities as 

automatically progressive in anti-racism projects. Any and all media can be used to mask 

the heterogeneity of interests and identities within bounded categories (Hall 1996: 444). 

Cunningham and Sinclair (2001) use the framework of media “sphericules,” or “subaltern 

counter publics” (178) to demonstrate the power dynamics at work within the production 
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of ethnic print media. Ethno-specific sphericules are portrayed as microcosms of the 

public sphere (180) because of their encapsulation of mainstream power politics. The 

authors examine how and by whom meaning-making is controlled within ethnic print 

media. The editors and writers of the Post and the Star occupy a higher position in 

Canadian society than LCP workers and tend to address their writing to an imagined 

audience of full citizen Filipinos in reunited families with some degree of disposable 

income.  

This is seen through the frequent featuring of articles that speak to aspects of the 

Canadian-Filipino experience that are unattainable to caregivers by virtue of their 

participation in the LCP. For example, Al Abdon’s article on video projects for children 

lists fun activities for families to engage in while learning about movie making and 

technology (Abdon 2009: 10). His article portrays cohesive family units, access to which 

is denied for LCP workers who must separate from their family in order to participate in 

the program. Similarly, an article in the same issue about enrolling children in sports to 

encourage healthy development and parenting techniques (Barba 2009: 10) sections 

readers off into categories of ‘have’ and ‘have not.’ That is to say that articles referencing 

cohesive and reunited families make the lack of family in the lives of LCP workers 

particularly acute. These articles play another role: they serve to nurture the dreams and 

aspirations of LCP workers by offering visions of the reunited family that is supposed to 

follow 24 months of isolating live in care work.  

The second way that the Post and the Star serve to exclude LCP workers is by failing to 

present the political dimensions of the LCP and using their pages to express compliance 

with the federal government. Few articles run in the Post and the Star about LCP 
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workers, changes to the LCP program, and the ongoing struggles of activist organizations 

that advocate on their behalf. Instead, the newspapers open their pages to messages from 

government representatives who are behind the restrictive immigration policies that place 

LCP workers in precarious citizenship positions. These messages subscribe to 

immigration myths that undermine transnationalism and the resistance that can stem from 

it. The Post printed a message from the mayor of Montréal, Gerard Tremblay in its 

September-October 2009 issue. The message fits into a discourse on immigrants that they 

must be productive and active in Canadian job markets by “quickly and harmoniously 

intergat[ing] into the social fabric of Montréal” (Tremblay 2009: 2). Tremblay’s message 

encourages assimilation and fails to recognize the costs and hardship that accompany 

immigration to Canada. The Post aligns itself with this standpoint by printing Tremblay’s 

message.  

Elsa did not feel that the North American Filipino Star and the Montreal Pinoy Post 

represented her experience in Canada as live-in caregiver or did enough to advocate for 

the rights of LCP workers. 

Shannon: Is there enough about the LCP in these papers? Are they political enough? 

Elsa: No, not at all. They will not say anything bad about the government or the community. 

More than half of the advertising revenue for the North American Filipino Star comes 

from Scotia Bank and Western Union. One Western Union advertisement features a photo 

(appendix D) of a smiling Filipina woman pushing a stroller under the heading: “Very 

Important Pinoy.” The text underneath reads, “I am a caregiver in Vancouver. Through 

my hard work, I am able to provide for my family’s daily needs in Nueva Ecija. I am also 
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able to put two of my nephews through school and build a house for my family. I am 

proud to be a Pinoy in Canada.” (North American Filipino Star June 2010: 13).  

The advertisement taps into a discourse that normalizes remittance-sending and hard 

work. This can be reflective of the efforts of Filipinas to assuage the unpleasant aspects of 

their work and lives in Canada by focusing on long term goals like putting their children 

through school (Nakano Glenn 1992: 33), as Escada’s comments attest.  

Shannon: What do you think of this ad? (Shannon shows Escada the Very Important Pinoy ad) 

Escada: (Reads): “I am a caregiver in Vancouver, through my hard work I am able to provide for 

my family”…. Oh that’s nice! Yeah! That’s all Filipinas’ dream. Yeah the caregiver dream to help 

the family, to bring the family members to school, even if it’s your niece or nephews – share your 

daily income to the family. Yeah that’s Filipino. 

The advertisement speaks to Escada’s feelings about being Filipino in Canada and she 

enthusiastically approves of the ad. But the discourse on remittances and hard work that 

the ad subscribes to is part of the global processes that create feminized streams of 

domestic workers in precarious citizenship positions. I will demonstrate in the next 

chapter that experiences with sending remittances can involve pain, stress, and sadness – 

which are not reflected in this advertisement.  

The advertisement serves the capitalist interests of Western Union, which is making 

money from the remittance cheques sent from Montréal to the Philippines. Western 

Union is eager to capture the consumer market made up of Filipino remittance-senders by 

contracting culturally-specific advertising agencies that will help package their services in 

a way that is pleasing to immigrant customers (Li & Li 1999).  
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The appearance of the “Very Important Piony” ad within the pages of the North American 

Filipino Star aligns the newspaper with an institution that seeks to make profits from LCP 

workers and their duties to families overseas. As such, the power dynamics at play within 

the paper are revealed and we can see that the goals of the Star do not align with those of 

PINAY in fighting for LCP rights.  

The Star’s coverage of the changes to the LCP demonstrate this point. The Star ran a 

press release from the Association of Caregiver & Nanny Agencies Canada (ACNA) 

criticizing Immigration Minister Jason Kenney’s changes to the LCP in its September 

2010 issue. The article pointed out that the changes shifted the financial burden of 

migration from the caregiver entirely to the employer. The opinion stated in ACNA’s 

press release reveals the assumption that caregivers should automatically be grateful to 

employers for the opportunity to come to Canada. ACNA implies that caregivers should 

stay with employers for a long time, so employers can see a return on their investment.  

Canadian families are vulnerable to applicants who abuse the LCP by coming to 

Canada at no personal expense, staying long-term and seeking other 

employment…. Should the caregiver leave, many families struggle to find 

replacement workers. This can be emotionally and financially taxing, heightened 

by the fact that families typically assist the caregiver to adapt to Canadian culture, 

often making a substantial investment of time and dollars to train and teach the 

employee. (ACNA 2010: 11).  

Spoken in financial terms, ACNA makes it clear that caregivers owe their employers 

something extra in terms of their commitment to staying on with the same family. PINAY 
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president Evelyn found this article in its original online format (July 5 2010) and wrote an 

opinion piece rebutting ACNA’s stance on the PINAY blog. Here is an excerpt of Evelyn 

talking back to ACNA. 

We find it amazing that these articles cry foul when there is minute change in 

government policy that gives a little breathing room to already oppressed people 

from an oppressed nation who are being peddled by their country of origin 

cheaper than bananas…. Caregivers are being exploited, being used like a milking 

cow by agencies, sending countries and host countries. Milk that has been loaned 

from sharks just to help their families and themselves survive…Eighty six percent 

of newly-arrived caregivers spend six months to a year without work while they 

look for an employer or wait on work permits that are processed at a snail’s pace. 

Once they do find work, caregivers find themselves working till they drop to keep 

those milkers living life comfortably (Calugay 2010).  

Using inflammatory language and evocative metaphors, Evelyn’s rebuttal calls attention 

to the costs of migration that still apply to caregivers even after Kenney’s changes. She 

also exposes the exploitation that characterizes the working and personal lives of 

caregivers she met. In doing so, she challenges the colonial mentality that casts Canada 

and Canadian employers in the benevolent role of giving opportunities to caregivers to 

leave the Philippines.  

Evelyn’s reaction to the article printed in the Star encapsulates the divergence between 

PINAY and the newspaper’s approach to LCP issues. The Star aligns itself with nanny 

agencies, the government of Canada, and employers by printing ACNA’s press release.  
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Sometimes the Star prints useful information about the caregiver program. For example, 

the Star reprinted a press release from the Montréal municipal government on the 

extension of the LCP program from 36 to 48 months in August 2010. The article was 

accompanied by a mention of PINAY’s services if readers had additional questions about 

the change and included Evelyn’s contact information.    

3.6 CONCLUSION 

This chapter advances several conclusions about the role of the North American Filipino 

Star and the Montreal Pinoy Post in the lives of Filipina caregivers in Montréal. The 

Filipino newspapers elaborate transnational Filipino and Filipina identities against the 

backdrop of misrepresentation in the mainstream news. The potential of the newspapers 

to affect change in the lives of LCP workers is undercut by the politics of exclusion 

operating along class lines within the Filipino community in Montréal and the limited 

distribution range of the papers. Some of the women I interviewed appreciated that the 

newspapers reflected their transnational lives and elaborate identities. Many critiqued the 

newspapers for failing to cover LCP workers and their interests and for instead aligning 

with the government bodies responsible for their precarious status. The variety in 

responses to the Star and the Post reflects the diversity within every pocket of the Filipino 

“community” in Montréal, which is made up of individuals with unique dreams, 

migration trajectories, and employment histories.  
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CHAPTER 4  LIVE-IN CARE WORK: CONTOURS, RESISTANCE, AND 

ACQUIESCENCE 

This section is about what it is like to live as an LCP worker in Montréal. It is principally 

concerned with the identity of Filipina migrants in Montréal as workers. I highlight key 

themes that shape the exploitation of the LCP and how these play out in the lives of the 

women I interviewed. First, I look at the live-in requirement of the LCP and the types of 

abuse that arise from such an employment situation. I ask: why are LCP workers required 

to live in? What about living in makes workers susceptible to abuse? How does this abuse 

play out in the lives of caregivers? I go on to look at what happens to LCP workers when 

they finish the program by analyzing the processes of deskilling and recertification. I 

finish by considering what it is like to be a woman remitting back to a family that is far 

away and how the process of remittance sending has been construed by the development 

apparatus. There is a fundamental disconnect between the varied and ambiguous remitting 

experiences of the women I spoke to and the celebration of remittances as the new 

development panacea. This chapter is intended to paint a portrait of live-in caregivers as 

workers in Canada: the challenges they face, their creative responses to these challenges, 

how race, class, and gender influence their relationships to their employers, and their 

place in the global world order.  

4.1 LIVING IN 

Much of PINAY’s political lobbying revolves around convincing government officials to 

take a stand against the live-in requirement of the LCP. Members argue that the human 

rights abuses LCP participants experience while in Canada stem directly from the live-in 
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requirement of the LCP. The ambiguous status of the employer’s home between the 

public and private realms and the intense relationship between employers and employees 

that develops as a result opens LCP workers up to abuse. Live-in caregivers are often 

overworked, underpaid, denied privacy, expected to adapt to their employer (not vice-

versa), isolated, and rendered invisible.  

The Canadian Government is aware of the demands made by PINAY and other groups 

across Canada like it, and Immigration Minister Jason Kenney met with Evelyn and 

PINAY members twice leading up to the changes he initiated in April 2010. The Standing 

Committee on Citizenship and Immigration – composed of parliamentarians selected 

from the House of Commons and/or the Senate – recommended that the live-in 

requirement of the LCP be scrapped (Tilson 2009). In their meetings with witnesses, the 

Committee learned that requiring LCP participants to live in their employer’s homes 

made caregivers vulnerable to abuse and prone to isolation. The committee heard 

concerns about the quality of rooms provided to caregivers and the disproportionate 

amount of their salary that was deducted to cover the cost of room and board.    

The Government of Canada rejected the committee’s recommendation. They rebutted that 

immigrants are brought in through the LCP specifically to provide live-in care, not live-

out care. The facility with which emotional labourers find themselves in exploitative 

working conditions surely makes live-in care work unattractive to Canadian citizens, who 

can choose their professions from among a much wider range of options than women 

coming in through the LCP. The live-in requirement is a “vital” aspect of the program, 

the report states, and eliminating it would reduce the flow of caregivers into Canada 

through the LCP (Government of Canada 2009).  
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4.1.1 Walking the Private/Public Line 

 

LCP workers are caught in a liminal space between the private and public spheres that 

erodes their ability to create full private spaces engineered and controlled beyond their 

employer’s supervision. Their place of work – long constructed in capitalist society as a 

public space – is situated within the private home of their employer. Further, their place 

of residence – conventionally thought to be a private place of refuge out of the reach of 

their employer and workplace – is located within their place of employment (their 

employer’s home). Writing in the early 1990s, Giles and Arat-Koç pointed out the danger 

in the private/public distinction between households and markets for the rights of live-in 

caregivers. “Privileging a definition of the household as private, and thus immune from 

both market behavior and state intervention, effectively effaces the domestic worker’s 

identity as an employee in a workplace” (1994: 31).  

Habermas based his definition of the public bourgeois sphere partially on the 

identification of the family as an intimate and private space that was separate from 

material reproduction and the economy or market (Calhoun 1996: 10). “Historically, the 

[family] was the source of privateness in the modern sense of a saturated and free 

interiority” (Habermas 1991: 28).  

A gendered hierarchy shapes the distinction between the private family domain and the 

public political domain. The activities of the patriarchal head of the family in the public 

sphere of civil society, culture, property, and social power are valued more highly than 

the reproductive labour of the women in the confines of the household, which includes 

raising and nurturing children, giving birth to children, and maintaining the household 

(Eley 1992: 310). Embedded within this gendered hierarchy of private and public is a 
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relationship of interdependence. Indeed, it is the reproductive work performed by women 

in the private home that enables the patriarchal head to enter into the public realm.  

20
th

 century feminist politics and the changing of hearts and minds about the place of 

women in modern life altered the private/public gender hierarchy. Women entered the 

public sphere in droves, precipitating a care crisis in the home. The neoliberal turn in 

Canada’s economic policy downsized public solutions to the care crisis. Families whose 

adult head(s) work full-time must turn to the market to ensure their dependent members 

are cared for. The LCP institutionalizes the recruitment of workers to provide private in-

home care to such dependents. The LCP has transferred women’s burden of confinement 

to the private sphere from first world citizen wives and mothers to imported third world 

non-citizen women of colour. The gendered hierarchy of private and public thus plays out 

along racial lines and reflects the global relations of power. In the private homes that 

employ LCP workers, exploitation is enacted through class relations, racial prejudice, and 

the citizenship / non-citizenship divide (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005: 88).   

The blurring of the private and public domains through the live-in requirement muddles 

the employee-employer relationship upon which modern capitalist wage relations revolve. 

In the absence of a clearly defined employee-employer relationship, the working and 

living conditions of LCP workers come to resemble indentured servitude. Twinny linked 

her status as a live-in to the facility with which her employer was able to extract extra 

hours of work from her.  

Twinny: When you live-in, when the employer needs you, they can say ‘oh you have to stay until 

this hour.’ And after that, when my employer go to other friends and they said ‘oh we have 
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dinner’, but you know what I’m doing? I have to wash the dishes, so I said ‘oh no’. But they did 

pay me, so it’s okay. But one thing I said is that you feel really like a slave here. 

The live-in requirement leaves LCP workers vulnerable to being overworked and 

underpaid, rendered invisible and denied their rights to privacy. Little protection from the 

state is offered to discover and rectify exploitative working conditions for LCP workers. 

4.1.2 Overworked and Underpaid 

 

The LCP makes participants “work hard and work scared” (Macklin 1994: 30). In every 

interview I did with women who worked as live in caregivers, stories arose of exploitative 

working conditions.  

Shannon: And the hours are usually about 40 hours per week?  

Piedad: No. More. For a live-in caregiver, it’s not just for the hours… you have to extend it.  

Twinny told me about the long unpaid hours she worked at her first live-in placement 

with a family in a three-floor house who had a dog and two kids. 

Shannon: Long hours? 

Twinny: Yes, long hours. And the pay is very low. They didn’t pay the extra hour. So the last time 

I took a babysit, it’s almost 12 o’clock and she didn’t pay nothing. And I had to wake up at 7 

o’clock to bring out the dog in wintertime.  

Caregivers are often also asked to perform job duties that lie outside the parameters set by 

their work contracts. Officially, LCP tasks should only include those that directly relate to 

the care of the person or persons in question (Oxman-Martinez, Hanley, and Cheung 

2004: 11). Tasks such as car washing, dog walking, tutoring, shoveling, or window-

washing lie out of the bounds of the live-in caregiver job description.  
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After going through three placements, Pilar worked for a woman as both a dishwasher in 

her restaurant and as a live-in caregiver. Pilar woke up at 6 a.m. to work in the restaurant 

and then worked as a housekeeper and caregiver in her employer’s house until 11 p.m. 

Pilar was also expected to tutor the children. The woman would often come home at 2 

a.m., knock on Pilar’s door and ask for a massage. Pilar knew this was exploitative, but 

time was running out. She stayed with that employer for 14 months. 

Elsa thought the exploitation of caregivers came from employers using their power to 

take advantage of the emotionally delicate status of their employees.   

Elsa: The employer felt like she has the power to do whatever to you because we’re emotionally 

stressed about everything that they just think we will do whatever they ask us to do. 

4.1.3 Privacy 

Live-in caregivers are almost always under the surveillance of their employer and have 

little privacy (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005: 93). Evidence of the caregiver’s presence in the 

home is made invisible through the expectation that they will use some rooms – like the 

kitchen – and not other rooms, that they will eat their meals separately from the family, 

and that they will stay silent (Bakan and Stasuilis 1997: 14). Such conventions have been 

recuperated from the etiquette of slavery in the American South (14). 

In the fieldwork I did when working as a waitress catering private events for wealthy 

clients, I noticed that the Filipina women employed as caregivers within these homes 

usually stayed in the kitchen. I make this statement based on four events I worked over 

the eight months I did fieldwork in Montréal. Two of the events were in Westmount, the 

rich mostly-Anglophone borough in the city, one was up north in the Laurentian country 
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home of a client, and one was in Town of Mount Royal (TMR) – another neighbourhood 

where wealth accumulates in Montréal. At two of these events, an extra Filipina woman 

had been hired to help out for the special occasion. I am certain that two of the 

households employed caregivers who lived in, as I visited their rooms when the employer 

told me that was the appropriate place to store the wait staff’s personal belongings (street 

clothes, bags, coats…). One live-in caregiver, Anna, had her room in the basement in a 

self-enclosed area off of the children’s playroom that included her own bathroom, the 

laundry room, and her bedroom. Her room had a window, a bed, a TV, and a dresser, and 

was modest in size compared with the grandeur of the other living spaces in the house. 

Mellany’s room in a different home was in the basement, right at the bottom of the stairs. 

The children’s (ranging in age from six to sixteen) rooms were all also in the basement, 

and throughout the party, they came and went from their rooms slamming doors and 

making a racket. The room was medium sized, had several magazines in it, and a 

television. The fact that these two employers readily offered up their employee’s rooms – 

which are supposed to be private – to wait staff they had never met before demonstrates 

their low level of respect for the privacy of these spaces.  

4.1.4 Invisible LCP workers 

 

A hierarchy of work was often quickly established between the hired wait staff and the 

Filipina domestic workers. Cater waiters were asked to greet guests at the door and take 

their coats, to pass hors d'oeuvres, to interact with guests when they took drink orders and 

served wine. As part of a team of young, educated waiters, I was flaunted as a symbol of 

status and the prestige of the event.  
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During events, Filipina caregivers were kept tucked away in the kitchen. I never 

witnessed a caregiver being invited to eat with the guests by the employer – they ate alone 

in the kitchen. Pam, the maid I met at the house of a powerful family in Montréal, ate at a 

small counter in the kitchen. She faced directly towards the wall while she ate and the 

space could not accommodate more than one diner. Filipina employees frequently stood 

in for their employers in managing the wait staff. I would often direct my questions about 

where I could find kitchen items or how I should proceed with the timing of the event to 

the caregivers who almost invariably knew the answer.  

My experiences as a waitress in the private homes of people who employ live-in 

caregivers allowed me to see first-hand how the movements of LCP participants are 

conscripted in an effort to render them invisible. The invisibility of LCP workers and the 

labour they do was made most clear to me when it was them who had cooked and 

assembled the meal and the wait staff who served it to the guests.  

4.1.5 Lack of Protection from the State 

 

The live-in requirement also makes it difficult to regulate domestic work within the home, 

as there are legal and administrative conventions that hinder inspections of private homes 

(Tomei 2010: 1). In Quebec, workers eligible for CSST (worker’s compensation) are also 

protected by government-regulated inspections of workplaces. Since caregivers are 

excluded from CSST coverage, no equivalent mechanisms to inspect the workplaces of 

domestic workers within their employer’s homes exist.
12

 Within the Quebec regulations 

12
 Kenney’s 2010 changes to the LCP do, however, require that employers seek equivalent insurance when 

worker’s compensation is not available for domestic workers. The degree to which this directive is 

followed, however, remains unclear, as no data has been produced to examine whether employers are 

following the new regulations.  
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of the LCP (called “Le Programme d'aides familiales résidantes en provenance de 

l'étranger” in Quebec), it is stated that the Ministère de l'Immigration et des 

Communautés culturelles (MICC, the Ministry of immigration and Cultural 

Communities) may inspect the homes of prospective employers applying to sponsor a 

live-in caregiver from abroad. According to PINAY president Evelyn, the MICC also 

sometimes makes inspections of employers’ homes once the caregivers have moved in. 

Evelyn was highly critical of these measures’ efficacy. 

Evelyn: Quebec immigration sometimes does a random check on the employer's homes. 

Shannon: Do you know anything about that? What kind of things do they look for? 

Evelyn: The room. That the caregivers are provided with proper rooms and checking out that the 

experiences of caregivers is not abusive. But by doing that, do you think you can get the correct 

answer or the true answer? Or the real answer from the caregiver, her being in the home? ‘No my 

employer is beating me up’ do you think you will say that if you are inside the house? (laughs) I 

don't think so! Once they leave, she'll still beat me up! For telling them!” 

The anecdotal scenario that Evelyn provides reveals the expectation placed on LCP 

workers to maintain their employer’s privacy by staying silent. The home is positioned as 

the defining factor in the maintenance of this silence. Evelyn stresses that the truth about 

the caregiver’s situation could never be revealed while she was inside her employer’s 

house. The live-in situation impedes the effectiveness of outside regulation by virtue of 

the intense relationship that builds between caregivers and their employers.  

4.1.6 One-Way Adaptation 

 

A defining feature of domestic work for Constable is that the onus is placed solely on the 

caregiver to adjust and adapt to her employer, not vice-versa. “The burden of patience and 
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flexibility is placed entirely on the domestic worker” (Constable 1997: 86). Elsa had to 

move out of the room she stayed in at her first employer’s house when the family’s 

stepson was in town once a month because the room belonged to him. While the stepson 

stayed at his father’s house, Elsa slept on the pullout couch in the shared basement living 

room space. The arrangement compromised Elsa’s privacy every month, when she was 

expected to place the comfort of the family’s stepson above her own. The tendency for 

employers to expect that caregivers will adapt to their needs and habits – with no 

reciprocal willingness to adapt to the needs and habits of the caregiver is extended – is 

particularly acute in Elsa’s case. When she was hired and signed the work contract, her 

employers did not seek her consent or inform her that she would share her room with the 

stepson.  

The double standard for privacy between citizen employers and non-citizen live-in 

caregivers was laid bare in Escada’s case. Escada’s employer burst into Escada’s home to 

look for jewelry she accused Escada of stealing. Escada recounted her employer’s rage, 

fury, and loss of control when she entered Escada’s apartment without a search warrant to 

look for the lost jewels. Escada could not contain herself when her employer cut open a 

locked case containing Escada’s heirloom jewelry from the Philippines and her 

engagement ring. Her employer was appalled that Escada had spoken up, and scolded her 

into silence as her own emotional outburst escalated. Escada’s employer took the case and 

the jewelry it contained. Here’s how Escada narrated the exchange. 

Escada: When I saw her take all my jewelries I said, ‘hey, excuse me! That’s mine!’ And she told 

me, ‘shut up, Escada. You better shut up! You make me shit. You better stay up there and don’t 
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move or else I will call the police.’ And that time I don’t have idea that I could also call the police 

because I have a right to complain. 

Besides demonstrating a deep disrespect for Escada’s privacy in her own home, her 

employer’s emotional outburst reveals the double standard enfolded into the intimacy of 

emotional labour that Constable outlines. While the caregiver is often expected to act as a 

sounding board or placid observer of her employer’s emotional outbursts, her own 

frustrations and emotions are to be kept secret and concealed (Constable 1997: 86). 

Escada’s employer openly sought to control Escada’s movements and speech in Escada’s 

home, a pattern that was no doubt replicated – if not intensified – when Escada was in her 

employer’s home.  

4.1.7 Food 

 

The placement of live-in caregivers within a family that is not their own requires 

negotiation of the most intimate and central human activity: eating. Elsa and Twinny 

complained about not having control over shared family meals because they felt 

uncomfortable eating with their employers and were dissatisfied with the type and 

quantity of food.  

Shannon: Did you eat with them? Like at the table with them? 

Elsa: This I’m very shy, I’m very shy to eat with them. Sometimes they eat first and I would eat 

after. Or before, or sometimes I wouldn’t eat at all.  

Twinny was offered such small quantity of food at her second live-in placement  that she 

went to great lengths to adequately nourish herself.  

Twinny: I have to buy my food and put it in my room because they are rich but we just ate soup 

during the night. So that’s why I’m shaking. I know how to take care of my body. But if I am just 
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eating the soup, I can’t. For them it is enough, but for me, it is not enough. So I had to buy some 

food and eat my fruits. And I have to bring it, and oh my god it’s so heavy. But I need my food. I 

can’t live without eating. Even though she said ‘oh you can eat what you want’, but… It’s not 

sincere.  

Shannon: You don’t feel comfortable? 

Twinny: Yes and you feel that if you eat, she’s thinking, oh. … I’m not comfortable!  

Twinny’s employers lived in Upper Westmount, an area not serviced by public buses. 

When Twinny says that it was heavy for her to carry her own groceries up the hill, she is 

referring to the minimum 20-minute hike uphill from the bus stop. During our interview, 

Twinny frequently told me that she felt uncomfortable in this live-in placement, 

especially around meal times when she was tentatively invited to eat with the family. Her 

discomfort contributed to her hesitancy to complain about the small quantity of food. 

Twinny solved her nutritional problem by taxing her own body and stressing her finances 

when she decided to carry heavy groceries she bought out of her wages up to her 

employer’s house. The flexibility of the LCP worker is called into action in the absence of 

employers’ willingness to adapt to the caregiver. It is interesting that the PINAY 

Education Committee Chair took time at their General Assembly to address employers’ 

refusals to provide caregivers with their preferred diet.  

If you are not allowed to bring your own rice because your employer wants you to eat only bread, 

we will help you demand your rights and can give you accompaniment when you do it.  

Their offer of accompaniment when members confront their employers about inadequate 

food implies that the isolation of caregivers lies at the root of their reluctance to stand up 

to their employers.  
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4.2 LCP WORKERS’ RESISTANCE TO THE LIVE-IN REQUIREMENT  

Living out of the employer’s home on a full or part time basis is often pointed to as an 

example of resistance against the live-in requirement. I explore this form of resistance and 

take account of varied individual experiences, feelings of precariousness, and the interests 

of employers. I conclude that while living out can sometimes be a kind of resistance, it 

can also place caregivers in precarious positions at the same time as increasing the 

comfort of employers. I point to other ways that LCP workers resist the live-in 

requirement including speaking up and quitting.  

4.2.1 Living Out 

 

The live-in requirement of the LCP is by far the most blatantly restrictive and 

discriminatory facet of the program. But its existence elicits a creative response from the 

people it is imposed upon; caregivers rarely live in their employer’s home full time. 

Instead, caregivers seek out ways to negotiate time apart from their employers by paying 

rent on a separate residence, usually shared with two or more other caregivers, or by 

spending their nights off at their relative’s houses. LCP workers live out full time or part 

time to carve out an autonomous space apart from their professional lives as caregivers in 

their employer’s home.  

Tess: It is important to have your own apartment even if you’re living in because it gives you some 

space from your employer.  

Emmy’s employers let her choose whether she would rather live with them or live out. 

She chose to pay rent for an apartment she shares with her sister, Tess, in Côte-des-

Neiges. Every morning she takes the bus to her employer’s house and every night she 

returns home. Both Emmy and her employers were aware that on paper, it should appear 
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as if Emmy lives in her employer’s home. She has a room there where she keeps clothes 

and other belongings. Emmy was happy with her decision to move out because she found 

living with her sister to be comforting and stimulating.  

Emmy: After the work, it’s boring, you will be alone, you know, downstairs in your room. It’s 

different if you have someone to talk to. 

Elsa portrayed her transition towards more and more independent living situations as she 

completed the required 24 months of LCP work as a positive progression. She attributed 

her bouts of depression to the situation of living in. For Elsa, living out was crucial to 

maintaining the boundary between employer and employee and to finding hours in the 

day that were outside the reach of her employer’s demands. 

Shannon: It’s better to live out? 

Elsa: Yeah. I find no matter how hard your job or your day is, once you get home to your own 

space, to know you have a house you can be safe in and no one will ask you to do whatnot, it’s a 

good feeling. I don’t care if I live in Laval. I don’t care if I wake up at 5:30 a.m. to get to work at 

7:30. When you come home, you get to go your bedroom, you miss your family, you cry. It’s your 

own.  

The distance sought by LCP workers coincides with the desire of employers to have 

private time away from their employee (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005: 92). Evelyn was 

suspicious of the motives of employers who ask their caregivers to live-out full-time. She 

suggested that they applied to have a caregiver through the live-in caregiver program 

because they wanted to hire someone they could underpay and overwork. She highlights 

the downsides of living out for caregivers, who may be concerned they will get in trouble 
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with the immigration authorities for not following the rules of the program, which strictly 

specify that LCP workers must live in their employer’s homes.  

Evelyn: They feel like they are criminalized because not only do employers require them to stay 

home, to live-in, there are a few who are asking – they will hire live-in caregivers, but they don't 

let them live-in. They make them live outside, same pay like minimum wage. But the caregivers 

feel fearful that one day they might get caught and be out of the program and then they'll be sent 

home. But the caregivers say that if they don't accept that condition, then they will have a longer 

period of time looking for another employer that will fit in with the program. And employers also 

who don't want a live-in, doesn't want to get the one who have permanent residence, because 

someone with permanent residence will know enough to ask for minimum wage. 

Even though the Canadian government is tolerant of live-in caregivers maintaining two 

addresses, Lith worried that she would get in trouble for having a second residence. Lith 

lived out while at her first placement in Westmount at her employer’s request.  

Lith: This employer in Westmount I am live-out. She didn’t want me to live in the house.  

Shannon: Was it okay with you? 

Lith: It was no choice. I need to work to complete the requirement in 24 months. In the contract, 

we say live-in caregiver, you should live in with your employer, it’s like illegal…Before I had my 

permanent residence, strictly not allowed to live-out because you are in the live-in caregiver 

program. 

Lith explained that through her involvement with PINAY and upon learning more about 

her rights in Canada, she relaxed about having a secondary residence of her own. She 

signed a lease for a one-bedroom apartment in Côte-des-Neiges that she shared with two 

other women who work as live-in caregivers for three years. Now a permanent resident, 
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Lith asked the women to move out in anticipation of her family’s arrival in Canada in 

mid-March.  

4.2.2 Varieties of Resistance 

 

The women I interviewed recounted many moments of resistance to exploitative working 

conditions. Pilar’s fourth employer was abusive and once tried to hit Pilar. Pilar reminded 

her of her rights. 

Pilar: don’t forget we are in Canada now and I have rights.  

This same employer also instructed Pilar to clean the house with a mixture of bleach and 

Mr. Clean. The fumes were intolerable and the mixture was difficult to work with. When 

Pilar became pregnant fourteen months into the placement, she asked for non-toxic 

cleaning supplies, with the health of her baby in mind. She also asked to have the day off 

so she could go to the doctor for an ultrasound. Pilar’s assertion of her rights and her 

attempt to negotiate better working conditions cost her her job. Pilar’s employer fired her 

after this conversation.  

Twinny’s display of resistance at her first placement also culminated in the termination of 

the placement when she quit. Twinny told both the agency and her employer that she was 

not happy that her pay cheques were often late, that she was not paid overtime, and that 

she was expected to move through a huge workload during seventeen-hour days.  

Twinny: I said ‘no no no.’ You have to pay me my extra hours. I am awake at 7 and I’m awake 

until 12 o’clock and the salary is not ready. I’m not crazy, eh? 

Shannon: And they were paying you for only 40 hours.  
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Twinny: Yes! I told her I don’t want to work with you, because if I work with you, long hours and 

you just pay me like this. 

Twinny also quit her second live-in placement because she could not bear the workload of 

cleaning a house under major renovations.  

Twinny: The house is not yet finished. Every time it’s dirty dirty. I’m dying, you know? So I 

cannot clean anymore and it’s so hard. There’s a lot of ironing and the house is big, so I said if I’m 

going to work here, I don’t need that paper,
13

 because I will die soon, because of that job that I’m 

doing. 

Shannon: You found it was really hard on your body? 

Twinny: Yes it was hard. And the painting that you smell. Because it’s not yet finished and the 

dust. So I said no. I quit.
14

  

In Twinny’s case, the most satisfying display of resistance and objection to the working 

conditions she was placed under was to quit. Before Twinny was connected with PINAY, 

she was unaware of the bureaucratic channels she could use to voice a complaint against 

her employer. While quitting is certainly a way of resisting, it also places the LCP worker 

in the vulnerable position of unemployment. Expressing resistance in this way jeopardizes 

the livelihood of the LCP worker and their family. Evelyn always encourages members to 

quit exploitative working conditions. PINAY is able to support women who quit by 

arranging temporary shelter and by helping them find another placement through their 

large network of members.  

13
 The working papers that would allow Twinny to count the months she worked with this family towards 

the 24 months required to complete the LCP program 
14

 Twinny’s story reveals the adverse health effects domestic work can have on the body, which speaks to 

the discrimination of excluding of domestic workers from CSST coverage.
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This section shed light on what it is like to live-in and how LCP workers make sense of 

their situation through both resistance and acquiescence. Emphasis on the living 

conditions of LCP workers is crucial to understanding them as a special interest group in 

this media study.  

4.3 MORE THAN A MAID: DESKILLING AND RECERTIFICATION  

It is important to consider the long-term impact of working under the LCP on the 

employment opportunities of participants. Many researchers consider the LCP an 

employment trap that limits job mobility through deskilling.  

4.3.1 Deskilling 

 

The constraining characteristics of the LCP are compounded by the fact that its 

participants often remain in domestic live-in work after they complete their requisite two 

years (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005: 92). The LCP initiates a stream of educated and skilled 

workers who are often unable to leave domestic service after the two-year required live-in 

period because of the discounting of their foreign credentials and the process of deskilling 

initiated by their isolation in their employers’ homes. (Barber 2008: 1273; McKay 2003: 

40; Bonifacio 2008: 26). Indeed, the program institutionalizes the process of deskilling by 

forbidding participants from pursuing educational training while they attempt to amass 24 

months of live-in care work (Pratt 2004: 46). An important exception to this rule comes 

from Quebec, where LCP workers must attend free French language classes. These 

classes were pointed to in PINAY discussions as a valuable opportunity for assuaging the 

isolation of live-in caregivers, since they mandate a public life away from the employers’ 

house. For Piedad, who was not involved with PINAY, the French classes she attends on 
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Sundays were her main avenue to creating networks and fostering friendships in 

Montréal.  

The LCP recruits applicants with high levels of education and training to work in a job – 

as a live-in caregiver – that does not offer an opportunity to use these skills. Women 

whose training may have nothing to do with caregiving enter Canada through the LCP 

because they do not meet the educational and capital requirements for immigration 

through the skilled workers class.  

When the LCP was created in 1992, the requirements for applicants were expanded 

without any equivalent upgrade in the wages, benefits, or security of the jobs LCP 

workers came to Canada to perform (Macklin 1994: 27). Written into the Canadian policy 

on the requirements of the LCP is the presumption that Philippine qualifications are 

inferior to those of Canadian workers. For example, a document explaining what is 

required of LCP applicants recommends two years of post-secondary education in order 

to ensure they have the equivalent of Canadian high school (Embassy of Canada 2009: 1). 

Recruiting over-qualified people from the Philippines for jobs below their aptitude and 

education levels is written into the LCP application process: the document plainly states 

that the requisite six months training or twelve months of paid employment can come 

from licensing as a registered nurse (Embassy of Canada 2009: 1).  

 

The LCP recruits educated, trained, and skilled applicants by requiring the equivalent of a 

Canadian high school education, proficiency in French or English, and six months’ 

training or one year of full-time paid work experience as a caregiver (CIC: The LCP: who 

can apply, 2011). Given the “tremendous” increase in the number of LCP applications 
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received by the Canadian embassy in Manila (Barber 2008: 1274), the education and 

professional background of candidates selected to come to Canada frequently surpasses 

the minimum CIC requirements. The process filters out applicants with low levels of 

education, insufficient proficiency in English, and lack of experience and instead selects a 

classed stream of educated, English-speaking, and experienced migrants – usually from 

the higher-classes to Canada. The selection process is detrimental to the Philippines 

through brain drain and to migrants through deskilling.  

The LCP places participants in a double bind – it requires them to have high levels of 

experience and education from the Philippines, but the two years or more they spend 

working as live-in caregivers in Canada makes it difficult for them to find employment in 

their fields. The experience they gain as live-in caregivers in Canada is not conducive to 

jumping to better paying jobs (McKay 2003: 24) and is usually detrimental to their search 

for jobs in the public sphere since emotional labour is stigmatized on the job market.  

Even when LCP participants gain permanent residency in Canada, and are thus legally 

allowed to work in jobs outside of domestic live-in work, they commonly continue to 

work in domestic service (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005: 91). The high cost – both real and 

opportunity in lost wages – of going back to school to recertify in their profession prior to 

live-in work in Canada is commonly deemed prohibitive for LCP participants. Elsa spent 

nine years in Canada without pursuing the goal she set out for herself when she moved 

here: to finish her bachelor’s degree in psychology. Pressure to pay her bills, her 

husband’s desire to go back to school, and the discounting of her previous school credits 

in Canada got in the way of her dreams.  
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Elsa: I wanted to go to school but my credits was not enough that I had to go to CEGEP to take 

classes and it kind of depressed me. And then I talked to Barry that maybe he should go to school 

instead of me because he has more chances of getting into school.  

Elsa is frank about the advantage her Canadian citizen husband has over her within the 

Quebec school system. Elsa agreed to deprioritize her own education in order to help her 

husband scale up his employment profile in the job market with extra schooling.  

According to PINAY president Evelyn sometimes staying in domestic work is the most 

economically advantageous move LCP workers who become permanent residents can 

make.   

Shannon: Do a lot of the caregivers who come through the LCP keep working in domestic work? 

Evelyn: A lot of them. Because they find out that they earn more in terms of net pay that goes into 

their pockets. They find it’s more profitable to them. And also the pressure in a company or 

industry. The pressure is higher. 

Evelyn’s insights into the deskilling process call our attention to the agency that LCP 

workers exercise in their decision making process about their employment prospects 

when they finish the program. Escada was frank about her lack of desire to retrain as a 

midwife when she gained permanent residency.  

Shannon: When you finish, do you hope to work in a hospital or do you think you will keep 

working in a home? 

Escada: Oh it’s so hard because I need to study again. I don’t want to. No time for me for 

schooling I guess. 

Escada derived a lot of satisfaction from singlehandedly financing her two children’s 

private education through remittances (from 12 years in Hong Kong and 1.5 years in 
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Canada). Escada has “no time for schooling” because she is working below her aptitude 

and education level in order to pay for her children’s education.  

Lith and Piedad’s stories demonstrate however that the deskilling of migrant mothers 

working as live-in caregivers is often accompanied by similar processes of deskilling 

among their children – educated through remittances – in employment both in the 

Philippines and abroad. Lith paid for her son to finish nursing school, but she reported he 

cannot find work in the Philippines in his field and he is working as a caregiver in 

people’s private homes.  

Lith: My son, he finished license in nursing. So what now? He is working like me in the 

Philippines. 

Shannon: He’s doing cleaning? 

Lith: Like cleaning, like helping elderly care. That’s it. No choice. That’s why I want him to come 

here to realize his dream. Because they have a dream also that’s why they study because they want 

to use their education. The one choice is to come here to work – not in our country. No opportunity 

in our country.  

Later in the interview, Lith acknowledged the hurdle of recertification her children will 

have to overcome when they arrive in Canada to have their credentials recognized so they 

can practice in their professions.  

Shannon: So you hope that when they come here, they will be able to do nursing, your two 

daughters? 

Lith: I think because in Canada it’s not recognized unless you get more units. 

Piedad’s story is an example of the deskilling processes at work in circular migration. 

Piedad’s parents were both migrant workers and their remittances funded her nursing 
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degree. Disappointed with the lack of intellectual stimulation in her job as a live-in 

caregiver for an elderly woman in Montréal, in this excerpt Piedad touches on the 

precariousness of her job.  

Shannon: Do you miss being a nurse?  

Piedad: Yeah – kinda. Here, it’s because this is my first time like one is to one. And I have to stay 

in the house. It’s not my forte, it’s not my cup of tea. Staying like this job, but I don’t have a 

choice because I’m under the live-in caregiver, so I mean two years sacrifice, it won’t be long, you 

know… as long as the patient is still alive.  

The stories of both Piedad and Lith’s children attest to the normalization of migration as a 

cultural phenomenon and the circular nature of migration. Remittances sent back fuel 

subsequent migrations abroad. Barber points to how indebtedness and aspirations of 

greater economic stability put pressure on daughters to make the self-sacrificing choice of 

seeking work abroad (Barber 2008: 1272). Often, this work abroad utilizes a skill set way 

below the training level of the employees, and entrenches workers in a cycle of deskilling 

that leaves them little choice but to keep working as a domestic.  

4.3.2 Recertification 

 

Dreams of undertaking work outside of the live-in care domain are tempered by 

recognition of the re-certification challenges one faces in the process. It costs money, 

time, and brainpower to leave domestic work for the profession caregivers were trained in 

before arriving in Canada. Piedad deemed the hassle and difficulty of recertifying in 

nursing and learning French insurmountable. Resigned to the fact that she will probably 

not be able find work in Quebec in a profession other than caregiving, she has set her 

sights on Ontario, where she has a number of friends from her days of working in Riyadh. 
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Shannon: If you get permanent residency, do you want to stay in Montréal?  

Piedad: I really don’t know. Because I was planning to apply in a hospital and they just sent me a 

form but I have to study in French, and I hate French. It’s not that I don’t like it, it’s just maybe too 

much in my head so that’s why I can’t go with this, studying French. But I tried in my book. 

Emmy tempered her dreams of recertifying as a midwife with the reality of the positions 

open to her in Quebec.  

Emmy: If I were to pass of course I want to practice my profession. I am a registered midwife, but 

even I want to work as a nursing assistant or aide in the hospital. If I were to ask. But for now, I 

still need to go to school. 

4.4 REMITTANCES  

As the feminization of immigration accelerates, development actors (IMF and the World 

Bank) have declared remittances the new solution to the problem of poverty in the global 

south. Families with a parent abroad are the happy recipients, so the story goes, of bi-

weekly or monthly money transfers that cover household expenses, finance children’s 

education, and provide security for medical emergencies. Alternative sources for covering 

social services are especially crucial in the era of neoliberal structural adjustment policies, 

which have required third world governments to privatize social programs like education 

and health care in exchange for foreign loans from the IMF and the World Bank. For 

many families in the global south, remittances act as a lifeboat; a “private solution to a 

public problem” (Hochschild 2002: 18). It is exploitative to charge individual overseas 

workers with the responsibility of privately funding development and to finance the debts 

of their home nation by remittance transfers. Poverty is a burden that multiple actors – 

including sending governments, immigrant-receiving governments, and international 

development agencies – must share.  
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It is crucial to interrogate how and why powerful development actors like NGOs, 

governments, and international monetary institutions have constructed the “remittances 

are beautiful” myth (Kunz 2008). The global economic order plays out in the growing gap 

of income and standard of living inequalities between rich countries and poor countries 

and rich nationals and poor nationals. American imperialism and neoliberal reforms place 

a stranglehold on the self-sufficient growth of third world economies, and instead create 

links of dependency between powerful rich nations and less powerful poor nations 

(Harvey 2003). In such a political economic climate, the development game reveals itself 

as undeniably rigged. The myth that remittances hold the power to contribute to the 

development of entire nations is descriptive and also indicative of the smoke and mirrors 

through which much development rhetoric functions.  

The myth is descriptive because remittances form a large portion of the foreign currency 

acquisition of sending countries. The Philippines saw 21.3 billion US dollars in 

remittances flow into the country in 2010 (World Bank 2011: 19). In 2006, remittances to 

the Philippines accounted for 13 % of the country’s GDP (Ratha 2008: 13).  Globally, the 

Philippines is the fourth top remittance receiving country, after India, China, and Mexico 

(World Bank Remittance Fact Book 2011). Filipino migrants in Canada send back 1.5 

billion dollars annually to the Philippines in remittances (Friesen 2011).  

The “remittances are beautiful” myth plays into the smoke and mirrors of the 

development game because it obscures the forces that are accountable for global 

inequality including American imperialism, neoliberalism, and global capitalism. It is 

these forces that create the conditions of poverty that make migration to a more 
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prosperous country such as Canada attractive and that make remittances a desirable 

lifeboat for families struggling to keep above the poverty line in the Philippines.   

4.4.1 The Human Cost of Remittances 

 

The celebration of remittances as the new development panacea must be tempered with 

attention to the realities remittance-senders and their families face. In the specific case of 

Filipina live-in caregivers in Montréal, my research revealed that such realities are rife 

with contradictions. No remittance experience was alike, and each individual’s reflection 

on the remittance process was inflected with pride and pain, empowerment and feelings 

of powerlessness. Five of the women I interviewed – Lith, Twinny, Escada, Tess, and 

Emmy – had children in the Philippines. For these five women, sending remittances home 

contributed to their sense of identity and was key to making sense of their situation as 

migrant domestic workers in Canada. Lith left her three children and her husband to work 

in Hong Kong as a live-in caregiver 17 years ago. She worked in Hong Kong for twelve 

years and then made the move to Canada, where she has spent six years without seeing 

her family. Lith felt good about sending remittances back home.  

Lith: This is my joke – because even we are worked hard abroad if we send the money and we can 

help our loved ones in the Philippines, we are happy. We take – we call that Tylenol, when we 

send the money. Even we don’t have money in our pocket, if we send money to our loved ones to 

help them, we are happy. Because that is the big purpose to work abroad. Because we want to earn 

money for them. For our loved ones to help them, to provide them, to get them out of poverty. 

The Tylenol metaphor she uses to describe her feelings around remittance sending is 

revealing. By comparing the act of sending remittances to taking a painkiller, Lith implies 

the hardship of working as a live-in caregiver in Montréal. During Lith’s interview, she 
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repeated three times that she “shoulders” all her family’s expenses – a statement she made 

with pride and a sense of accomplishment. Lith is her family’s breadwinner, and makes 

no efforts to disguise or downplay the importance of her caregiver wages to her family’s 

survival in the Philippines.  

Lith’s use of the pronoun “we” in her Tylenol metaphor indicates that she feels her 

opinions about sending remittances are shared by other caregivers in a situation similar to 

hers. Indeed, during this part of the interview, Lith’s roommate, Delilah, was present and 

nodded in support as Lith spoke.  

Tess similarly derived a sense of shared experiences with other Filipinos when I asked her 

about sending balikbayan boxes back to the Philippines. Balikbayan literally translates to 

homecomer, or someone who is going back home, and is commonly used to refer to 

Filipino nationals living abroad. Filipino overseas workers frequently send boxes filled 

with canned goods, electronics, clothing, CDs, toiletries, and other items back to their 

families almost tax-free, in accordance with legislation initiated by President Marcos and 

elaborated by President Aquino (Basch, Glick-Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994: 3). 

Symbolically, balikbayan boxes articulate the hierarchical relationship between the 

Philippines and receiving states for Filipino migrants by showing off fancy consumer 

goods available outside of the Philippines (Ignacio 2005a: 124). Remittances often take 

the form of balikbayan boxes and Tess, Twinny, and Lith all reported sending such care 

packages back home to their family, although less often than they would like given that 

shipping costs $70-$80.  

Tess: I send my family a balikbayan box whenever I can. I fill it with soap, toothpaste, shampoo, 

used clothes. When things are on sale here, we buy them for our family. It’s cheaper than in the 
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Philippines, if it’s on sale. That’s why when the coffee is on sale at the Pharmaprix, you see all 

sorts of Filipinos buying lots of coffee. 

Tess uses the pronoun “we” just like Lith, speaking to an experience – looking for sales to 

fill up balikbayan boxes – she feels Filipinos share.  

It is interesting that Lith links her remittances to “getting her family out of poverty” – a 

formulation to which the IMF and World Bank subscribe: remittances equal poverty 

reduction. Lith’s words again reveal that the “remittances are beautiful” (Kunz 2008) 

narrative is both descriptive and deceptive: remittances do indeed improve the living 

situations of families in the Philippines, but they come at the high cost of family 

separation and difficult working conditions for overseas migrant workers.  

Twinny recalls the stress of being out of work while she waited to find a new employer 

and remitting the expected amount left almost no money for her expenses in Canada.  

Shannon: So are your conversations with your family usually the best part of your day, or is it 

sometimes hard to talk to them? 

Twinny: Yes, yes, but sometimes it give me stress. Because always they ask for the money. I said 

my salary is not big. So I send every month, one thousand dollars. I’m not working in Paris, I am 

here in Canada. So why is it not enough? It’s okay the bill, the therapies, the medicine of my 

husband, the check up. But I said okay, don’t expect me too much. Because if I work, work, work, 

and not to having a rest, if I die, what you gonna do? If I die, you will die also.  

Twinny is overwhelmed by the pressure her family puts on her for financial support. 

Twinny’s husband works at the bank, but he and her three kids still rely on her to cover 

their tuition fees and medical bills. Twinny frets that because she cannot physically be 

with her family, she is unable to control her diabetic husband’s eating habits and to help 
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her son who has trouble walking. For Twinny, sending money back does not allow her to 

adequately fulfill her role as a wife and a mother. Her family’s demands for money stress 

her out, as her salary cannot meet their expectations and desires. When Twinny links her 

vitality to the vitality of her family, she points to the level of dependence in transnational 

families and the physical effects of overworking on the female bodies of live-in domestics 

in private homes.  

Two of the women I interviewed were single when they left the Philippines, and neither 

of them remit regularly to their families at home. Piedad remits irregularly to her mom 

and grandparents. Elsa used to remit to her siblings, but stopped because she was 

disturbed by the way her brothers and sister haphazardly and indulgently spent the 

money. Instead of using the money to get educated, her siblings were buying lots of non-

essential items.  

Elsa: I learned that my sister was hanging out at the mall all day and drinking Starbucks coffee and 

not going to school. I don’t want to be a part of that. I told my mom you’re not helping them at all 

for feeding them money they don’t need. They’re becoming materialistic. They need to work, 

they’re not crippled or something like that. So I told my mom I’m going to stop sending money. 

She was upset at first and she couldn’t accept it. The culture in the Philippines is kind of that once 

you are older, the parents kind of expect you to give money back. I did a lot of things against my 

culture. 

Remittances can come in all sorts of different shapes and sizes. In Piedad’s case, her 

money is transferred to the Philippines in the form of mortgage payments on a home she 

bought with her brother as a gesture of gratitude towards her mother who spent their 

entire childhood working as a mall cashier in Dubai. Piedad’s mother’s remittances paid 

for Piedad’s nursing school in the Philippines.  
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4.4.2 Remittances as Nation-Building 

 

It is helpful to examine remittances also from the theoretical framework of 

transnationalism and long-distance nation-building, as the Philippine state sanctions the 

monetary flow of wages from overseas workers. Through the use of symbols, language, 

and political rituals sending states create an ideology that “envisions migrants as loyal 

citizens of their ancestral state” (Basch, Glick Schiller and Szanton Blanc 1994: 3). 

Sassen (2002) also points to the active role sending states play in exporting workers to 

appease civil unrest in poor countries, to deal with unemployment, and to access 

desperately needed foreign currency through remittances. These effects of migration, 

which are highly advantageous to sending states, can sometimes be a natural byproduct of 

the movement of people, but can also be intentional outcomes of policy on labour export, 

as is the case for the Philippines (Sassen 271). The Philippines Overseas Employment 

Administration (POEA) was established by the Filipino government in 1982 and is 

evidence of the government’s formalized efforts to catalyze migration flows out of the 

country (271). POEA organizes and supervises the export of nurses and maids to high-

demand areas (271).  

4.5 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has examined Filipina migrants in Montréal as workers. I have argued that 

the live-in requirement of the LCP lies at the root of the exploitation LCP workers 

experience and have demonstrated the ways in which that abuse is resisted. Deskilling 

and recertification were explored in turn to expose the systematic barriers to employment 

mobility for LCP workers. Finally, the work of LCP participants is put into the wider 

global context of development and neoliberalism through an examination of remittances. 
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The forces of development and global trade have cast Filipina migrant workers as 

heroines of the nation, making heartbreaking sacrifices to ensure their overseas families 

are fed, cared for, taught, and sheltered. This chapter has exposed such casting as both 

descriptive and mythical – some women I spoke to did not fit the part as outlined by the 

“remittances are beautiful” mantra. In the next chapter, I examine more closely LCP 

workers as women and problematize the feminist tools typically used to unpack and 

decipher the meanings of their lives.  
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CHAPTER 5  FEMINIST READINGS OF THE LIVE-IN CAREGIVER 

PROGRAM 

The relationship that forms between citizen employers and non-citizen employees raises 

important questions about feminism and its commentary on gender relations in the 

context of immigration. Feminist thought began to take keen interest in the politics of 

housework in the 1970s (Anderson 2000: 9). Macklin problematizes the feminist analysis 

of the relationship between domestic workers and the women who employ them. She 

points to the interdependence between low-paid immigrant housework and professional 

freedom for working Canadian mothers: “one woman’s flexibility can be another 

woman’s straightjacket” (Macklin 1994: 31). Her commentary emerges from and 

responds to a crucial line of questioning in feminist theory: in the face of such difference 

among women according to race, class, age, sexual orientation, and religion (the list goes 

on), who is this ‘woman’ feminism advocates on behalf of?  

In this section, I provide an overview of the debates surrounding feminist readings of 

domestic work. “Peminism,” an explicitly Filipino feminism, emerges as a valuable 

window through which to consider the gender dynamics at play in the lives of Filipina 

caregivers in Montréal. Two case studies help to illustrate this point. The experiences of 

Elsa, Piedad, and Pilar with marrying or being propositioned for marriage by a Canadian 

man are considered as well as how the LCP constrains Filipina women’s reproductive 

rights in Canada.  
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5.1 FEMINISM/PEMINISM 

In exposing the power divide between citizen employers and non-citizen domestic 

workers, Macklin (1994) draws attention to the contradictory threads of feminism used to 

make sense of reproductive and emotional labour performed in the home. It is easy to say 

that feminism advocates for equal rights and opportunities for men and women. The case 

of Filipina women enrolling in the LCP in Canada to become the caregivers of children, 

the elderly, the disabled, and the home raises questions we cannot ignore about these 

equal rights feminism seeks for men and women. Which women? Are some women 

excluded from the struggle? Are some women invisible to feminist advocates in the west? 

The focus on reproductive labour sharpened within feminist thought in the 1970s when 

Marxist feminists began to examine how social reproduction was constructed along 

gender lines, as Nakano Glenn (1992) explains. Social reproduction is the “array of 

activities and relationships involved in maintaining people both on a daily basis and 

intergenerationally” and includes shopping for the house, meal preparation, laundry, 

socializing and educating children, caring for adult family members, cleaning, and 

household budgeting (1). While reproductive labour is key to the overall functioning of 

capitalist economies and the long-term viability of a nation, it is rendered invisible and 

devalued because it takes place outside of the market (2).  

Unremunerated reproductive labour signals that society does not recognize the value of 

reproducing the nation, creating community, and bringing a sense of humanity to family 

units (Anderson 2000: 14). Unpaid domestic work was relegated to the margins of the 

market economy and as such rendered invisible (Nakano Glenn 1992: 2). Without 

reproductive labour, the industrial economy could not have been sustained. In the typical 
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nuclear family unit from 1850 - 1950, the male breadwinner was freed to participate as a 

worker in the capitalist economy by virtue of his wife’s work within the home, where he 

was clothed, fed, restored and sheltered. The child rearing aspects of reproductive labour 

sustained the industrial capitalist economy by reproducing the able labour force. The 

children women reared replaced aging workers when they entered into the wage 

economy.  

Throughout human history, non-family members have been hired or indentured to replace 

adults of the house who are either too busy to perform reproductive labour or rich enough 

to avoid it. More often than not, outside sources of reproductive labour were women. 

Even though their labour is remunerated, women from the third world who travel to 

Canada to work in private homes are even less visible within the market and society than 

the unpaid housewives they replace. They are spatially isolated within private homes, and 

sometimes have trouble leading public lives when they first arrive because they lack 

strong networks of friends and families. Female employers of domestic helpers tend to 

shroud these women workers in an air of secrecy. Unlike the traditions of serving classes 

in the past – such as black women working in southern white American homes – third 

world migrant women domestics are not identified by uniforms or overtly displayed as 

status symbols (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002: 4). In modern times, middle and upper 

class mothers are under pressure to appear like they can “do it all” – have successful 

careers and tend lovingly to their children and spouses all by themselves. The nanny is the 

invisible force behind the maintenance of this façade: the house is cleaned, children fed, 

bathed, dog walked, car washed, all “magically out of sight,” (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 

2002: 4).   
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Marxist feminists argued that reproductive labour should be recognized and valued by 

society upon the assumption of a universal female experience (Nakano Glenn 1992: 2). 

The international sisterhood of women supposedly stemmed from shared experiences of 

motherhood and domesticity. But the fact that women from the third world have been 

recruited to replace richer first world women in the home challenges the universal female 

experience that Marxist feminists critiqued. When one group of women eschews their 

domestic and mothering responsibilities at the expense of another group of socially 

disadvantaged women, clearly these two groups will have very different experiences with 

motherhood and domesticity.  McKay writes, “Some women’s access to the high-paying, 

high-status professions is being facilitated through the revival of semi-indentured 

servitude” (2003: 34).  

Privileging personal, lived experience, Macklin asserts that feminist analysis of 

employers’ oppression cannot be equated to the oppression of the third world LCP-

participant she employs. The work of Peminist theorists supports exploring feminisms 

and rejects the search for a unifying female subject and voice. In her introduction to the 

collaborative volume of Filipina voices, Pinay Power, De Jesús sets the parameters of a 

feminism that speaks to and serves the Filipina / American experience, which is “very 

different from the implicit (and thus explicit) subject of white, liberal feminism” (2005: 5)  

Peminism is an anti-racist, decolonizing, anti-sexist, and pro-LGBT project that reacts 

against homogenizing narratives spun in the name of ethnic solidarity (De Jesús 2005: 5). 

Peminism is “the assertion of a specifically Filipina American subjectivity, one that 

radically repudiates white feminist hegemony as it incorporates the Filipino American 

oppositional politics inscribed by choosing the term Pilipino over Filipino” (5). 
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Postcolonial feminist thought emphasizes decolonization theory and the amplification of 

previously silenced voices by celebrating and recognizing difference (Marchand 2009: 

931). Such decolonizing moves work against forces that represent certain women as 

“other” based on their social/ethnic/religious/class profiles within feminist writing. For 

example, in development discourse, western feminist writing tends to portray third world 

women as illiterate victims of patriarchy and poverty who are trapped in traditional and 

domestic roles (Mohanty 1991: 56). In contrast to the truncated lives of third world 

women, western feminists implicitly self-represent themselves as free, sexually liberated, 

and educated (56).  

While Filipina domestic workers and the women who employ them certainly experience 

gender oppression in very distinct ways, the intertwining of their experiences through the 

LCP problematizes the theoretical move to keep them separate by applying two types of 

feminist analysis. The oppression of the domestic worker and her employer intersect 

through the relationship they forge when the later hires the former to take care of her 

children or parents. The two versions of lived oppression on the basis of gender – 

however distinct in scale and in the contours of the experience – are bound together 

through the live-in caregiver program.  

5.2 INTERNATIONAL MARRIAGE 

Given the tendency for domestic work to ghettoize and deskill Filipina women, 

international marriage between a Filipina woman and a Canadian man is a route that some 

women choose to access a wider range of employment rights and social mobility in 

Canada (McKay 2003: 24). But international marriage also carries with it a sense of 

dependency upon Canadian husbands for providing access to a life in Canada as a full 
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citizen that LCP workers are excluded from unless they complete their 24 months – an 

outcome that many do not reach given the racist and sexist architecture of the program. 

Ambivalence surrounds the question of marrying a Canadian man among LCP workers 

because marriage to a man looking for a stay-at-home wife can lead to further 

entrenchment within domestic service (29). But international marriage can be problematic 

when Canadian men expect gratitude from their Filipina brides for the opportunities they 

conferred upon them.  

Three vignettes from my fieldwork challenge McKay’s contention that international 

marriage is an attractive option for migrant women through which they can break out of 

the isolation of domestic work, to gain social mobility and settle permanently in Canada 

(35). Piedad, Pilar, and Elsa were reluctant to enter into a union that was bound to be built 

on unequal terms and did not want to feel a sense of gratitude towards their husbands for 

years to come. Permanent residency was less a gift and more an unequal contract they 

simply would never be able to reciprocate.  

Elsa entered her marriage to a Canadian man with a deep sense of regret that she was not 

able to finish her LCP requirements unaided. The feat of finishing all on her own would 

have given her great satisfaction and earned respect from her LCP worker peers. Barry is 

constructed as the saviour in the narrative of Elsa leaving the LCP, because he has enough 

power by virtue of his social position to rescue her from the unpleasantness of live-in 

work. But her reflections upon the event demonstrate a deep-seated discomfort with the 

way she was saved from the LCP. Elsa’s family put pressure on her to choose the 

marriage route, out of fear that she would be unable to finish the requirements of the LCP 

in time if she decided to stay single.   
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Shannon: And what did Barry think of you living in? Of the LCP? 

Elsa: He said it was stupid. Why am I doing that? He offered to marry me the first year we were 

together. But I didn’t want people to think I was with him because I had no choice and I wanted to 

upgrade my life or something. I didn’t do it. Because after living in with the Italian family, he 

realized I was really having a hard time. Because it was going back to zero again, so all the 

emotions and everything, it was in Rosemère
15

, it was even worse because it was not close to 

anything. And then my uncle told me, well if you don’t like the job, just leave and get married, if 

you wanna get married, get married now. It was the time was running out. To switch my papers, it 

takes three months. 

Shannon: So did you end up finishing the end of your LCP? 

Elsa: No. I quit. Because I got married. My mom was all stressed out, she kept saying, ‘Elsa! Get 

married! I will pay for everything.’ I guess it’s one of the reasons I didn’t want to get married is 

because I didn’t want it to be forced. 

Shannon: You wanted it to be romantic. 

Elsa: Not romantic, but for the right reasons. Me and Barry were already living together for two 

years before we got married. He said well if we’re going to be in a relationship – because we were 

already talking about kids and everything, what are we waiting for? So I got married to Barry, and 

I quit, and I got out of LCP. 

Shannon: Did it feel good? Were you happy with the way the LCP ended? 

Elsa: No not at all.  

Shannon: You wish you had finished? 

Elsa: I felt like at that time I was quitting. I was trying to prove something: that I could finish this. 

Because I’ve met a lot of Filipinos who look down on me because I have different way of leaving. 

While stressed out by rushing to finish her 24 months of live-in work, Pilar thought about 

trying to court a Canadian man so she could marry him and get her status more quickly. 

She knew that would be an easy way to get status. But she was determined to get her 

15
 A city about 45 minutes outside of Montréal.  
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status her own way. She didn’t want to be in a relationship where the man had all the 

power because he was the one who made it possible for her to get status. 

Piedad opened up to me about her opinions on international marriage when she 

mentioned that her friend had married a Canadian man. She understood why her friend 

had done so, but admitted that their marriage was fuel for much gossip among her 

caregiver friends in Canada. People suspected the friend had married a Canadian man 

simply to get status, a move that is frowned upon by those who go through the process of 

achieving permanent residence all on their own. Piedad herself was approached by a 

Canadian man who propositioned marriage. Her reaction was similar to Pilar and Elsa’s: 

she wanted to see her venture through and succeed on her own accord.  

Piedad: Yeah, marrying a Canadian man can be easier than finishing the program. But it’s hard 

also from your side that you are just using this guy for the sake of the papers, and everyone is 

thinking okay, practical reason. You’ve been through a lot from the start in coming here because 

you have to sacrifice everything for the papers for the money. You started so you just finish it. I 

have a friend, he just told me: “why don’t you just get married because it will be more easier for 

you?” And I told him “if ever that’s my plan, why I have to pay a lot of money and then just came 

here just to marry someone?” I came here just to have a good future and stuff like that. It’s not just 

to get married and end up sitting in the house. It’s not me, it’s not my idea.  

Piedad’s comment about sitting in her hypothetical husband’s house supports McKay’s 

point about the further entrenchment of Filipinas in the private sphere through 

international marriage. Her outright rejection of such an outcome, however, represents an 

aspect of the international marriage issue that McKay missed. As much as marriage to a 

Canadian man is weighed against other options for achieving permanent residency, it is 
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also regarded as inferior to making whatever sacrifices necessary to finish the LCP and 

gain permanent residency status as an independent woman.  

Filipina migrants who decide to come to Canada through the LCP exercise acts of 

resistance all the way through the process. Indeed, even the act of leaving the Philippines 

itself is a kind of resistance against the lack of well-paid jobs available there. When 

migrants seek work abroad, they demonstrate their dissatisfaction with the flexible and 

low paid positions available in the Philippines, many of which are tied to the export-

economy that supports the ever-expanding capitalist economies of the west. Migration 

represents resistance through the withdrawal of labour from unsatisfactory positions in 

the Philippines and through the reconfiguration of migrants’ access to capital (Spenner 

2009: 21).  

5.3 REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS 

The LCP denies reproductive rights to its participants. In order to participate in the 

reproduction of the receiving nation, live-in caregivers must forsake their reproductive 

roles, as they often leave their own children with relatives in the Philippines (Parreñas 

2001: 1135). The history of Canadian recruitment of domestic workers reveals a 

preference for single women unencumbered by family responsibilities. The Caribbean 

Domestic Scheme, in effect from the mid-1950s to the 1960s accepted only single women 

with no dependent family members (Bakan and Stasuilis 1997: 16). The legacy of this 

policy continues to influence the immigration applications of women applying to Canada 

through the LCP. The reproduction and settlement of third world families is impeded by 

immigration authorities who spin a legal fiction that LCP workers are without family 
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attachments (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005: 144). The preference for immigrants with 

minimal family attachments runs counter to the expectation that nannies will be family 

minded and motherly. For example, Piedad was skeptical of her abilities as a caregiver for 

children precisely because she has no children of her own.  

Families are frequently fractured in the family reunification process because Canada 

rejects certain kinds of family members based on their health, age, or level of dependency 

on their migrant mothers. Tess had finished her 24 months of live-in care work, applied 

for permanent residency, and submitted the names of her family members she wished to 

sponsor for immigration to Canada. Tess’ eldest daughter is mentally handicapped. Tess 

had no idea there was a possibility her application would be rejected if Canadian 

immigration discovered that her daughter had a health problem. Following instructions 

that ask applicants to list all dependent family members, Tess listed her handicapped 

daughter.   

Tess: I have three kids: two boys and a girl. My eldest, a girl, is mentally handicapped. I put down 

her name on the application when I applied because I had no idea they would check to see if she 

was ok before approving my permanent residence application. Because she is handicapped, the 

Canadian government told me she is inadmissible and that there is a chance my application will 

not be approved because of it. I thought about taking my daughter’s name off the application, but 

I’m not allowed to do that. I am so worried about my application. 

Tess’ family remains fractured and her right to be reunited with all her children is 

challenged by the Canadian Immigration’s decision to declare her mentally handicapped 

daughter inadmissible. Tess’ stress level was very high when I met her, as she was 

waiting to hear back about an appeal to grant entry for her daughter and to approve her 
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own permanent residency status, which she submitted on humanitarian and 

compassionate grounds with the help of PINAY’s pro bono lawyer.  

In the time I knew Lith, she was granted permanent residency status and succeeded in 

sponsoring her husband and two children to join her in Montréal. She left her eldest son 

behind. Her eldest was denied family sponsorship because he started working after he 

finished school and no longer has the full-time student status required for sponsorship of 

children over 18 years old. He is extremely upset about being left behind in the 

Philippines without any of his immediate family members and wants his family to be all 

together. Lith told him he has to be as strong as she was in the eighteen years she has 

been a migrant worker – first in Hong Kong and then in Canada. When Lith started the 

LCP, her eldest was only 12. She thought she would surely have enough time to complete 

the program and sponsor him before he was too old. But it took Lith six years to finish the 

program and sponsor her children, due to long processing delays, getting fired for taking 

three sick days when she was hospitalized, and losing her second job without explanation.  

Strict immigration rules fail to take into consideration the many shapes and sizes that 

“family” comes in for the individuals who come through the LCP program. The poor 

design of the program, which opens caregivers up to the abuse through wrongful 

dismissal and subjects them to long wait times for processing immigration 

documentation, endangers their chances of reuniting with their family as a whole. 

Children grow up while caregivers rush to finish the program requirements. Excluding 

certain members of caregivers’ families from family sponsorship serves to further erode 

the range of their reproductive rights, even after they are no longer bound by the rules of 

the LCP itself. Families are fractured by these policies and the conditions of poverty in 
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the Philippines that render the move to Canada and separation from one’s family 

attractive.  

Even for those families that are reunited in Canada as a whole, the pain of long years of 

family separation impacts the family dynamic profoundly. Pilar commented on how 

women breadwinners who leave the household in the Philippines to provide for their 

families irrevocably change relations within the family.  

Pilar: Families are apart for two or three years and then the women sponsor their families to join 

them in Canada, but you are like strangers. 

Throughout years of separation, overseas mothers miss out on the changes their children 

go through as they grow up, and are taken out of their active role as a member of the 

family. Lith told me she raised her children “by phone, by money.” She reflected on the 

emotions she anticipated leading up to being reunited with her family after six years of 

not seeing them face-to-face.  

Shannon: Did you know it would take that long to finish your LCP? Did you expect it to be that 

hard? 

Lith: (Exhales). It’s hard because it’s been more than five years since I’ve been here in Canada, a 

lot of changes, you know. My kids grow up and I don’t know them, it’s not the same if they grow 

up and every time you saw how they grow up. If every day you saw their behaviour. Every minute 

has a change.  

Shannon: Are you nervous to see them? 

Lith: I’m not nervous, I’m excited. (Laughs). I love them, I go through this situation, this hardship 

of life because I love them. No matter what happened, they are coming. But of course I expect a 

big difference. 
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Lith remains optimistic about her reunion with her family. After all, it is a dream she has 

been working towards for five years. But her reflections demonstrate that a crucial aspect 

of her person – her identity as a mother – has been stifled by the exigencies of the LCP. 

Family separation of course also impacts the spouses and children of caregivers, who 

spend their childhood separated from their mothers and grow up without a mothering 

influence.  

Caregivers’ reproductive roles are further constrained once they arrive in Canada as the 

live-in requirement inhibits romantic relationships and makes having a family logistically 

challenging, if not impossible (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005: 93). Caregivers work up to 16-

hour days six days a week, leaving little time to tend to one’s own family. Further, by 

living in their employer’s house, caregivers are not given freedom to entertain romantic 

guests, thus denying the sexual aspects of their identity.   

Elsa lived in her employer’s house in Rosemère while she was dating Barry. Elsa could 

not even imagine bringing Barry into her room at her employer’s home, and the space 

they made for their relationship was squeezed in on her off days outside the house.  

Shannon: When you were living in Rosemère, was Barry allowed to come see you? Was it okay for 

him to come over and hang out? 

Elsa: There would be days that he would come over, we would eat in a restaurant, but he would 

drop me off.  

Shannon: So he would come in the house? 

Elsa: Never. 

Shannon: And did you feel like you could kiss or whatever in your room? 

Elsa: No.  

Shannon: And that’s something your employer said to you or you just didn’t… 



 

 

129 

Elsa: I just find it’s not normal. 

Shannon: You just didn’t want to – it made you uncomfortable. 

Elsa: Yeah. 

Shannon: So even though that was your space, that room, was not a space you could do whatever 

you want in. 

Elsa: No! Well of course it’s your room, but you don’t wanna take a chance. 

Shannon: Because they might not like it. 

Elsa: No – because some people they have hidden cameras.  

Elsa linked the reluctance to bring Barry to her room to her discomfort in her employer’s 

home and her suspicions that she was under surveillance. Stories of employers hiding 

cameras in nanny’s rooms undercut the level of privacy and security she felt in her room.  

The Canadian welfare state impedes domestic workers from having safe and healthy 

pregnancies by denying comprehensive medical care and maternity leave during 

pregnancies. Pregnancy-based layoffs are common but measures to contest wrongful 

dismissal are time-consuming and complicated for caregivers. The inequality between 

non-citizen live-in caregivers and Canadian citizens is again laid bare in the differential 

treatment they receive from the Canadian welfare state for maternity leave and medical 

care during pregnancies (Oxman-Martinez, Hanley, and Cheung 2004: 26).  

Pilar became pregnant while working for her fourth employer, an abusive divorcee who 

made Pilar work 18 hours a day in her home and restaurant. The employer fired Pilar 

when Pilar asked for a day off to go to the obstetrician for an ultrasound. This employer 

would not release Pilar’s record of employment, which Pilar needed for her maternity 

leave and her Ontario Health Insurance Plan (OHIP).  
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Contesting the denial of her reproductive rights, Pilar began a campaign with the help of a 

migrant advocacy group in Toronto to achieve permanent residency status on 

humanitarian and compassionate grounds even though she had not finished her 24 months 

of live-in care work. Her son Jason was on the way and her OHIP was running out. Pilar 

fought long and hard and eventually won.  

As migration for women becomes normalized in the Philippines, the birthing process is 

altered to accommodate mothers on the move. Escada’s story of living in Hong Kong 

before and after her two children were conceived and delivered is a case in point.   

Shannon: Were you pregnant in Hong Kong if you were in Hong Kong for twelve years?  

Escada: Yeah yeah. Every time you know when I’m pregnant and at the time of the delivery, I go 

home maybe four months before my delivery.  

Shannon: And your employer was understanding about that? 

Escada: Yeah yeah yeah. 

Shannon: And then you left your kids in the Philippines? 

Escada: With my mom. Yeah yeah. After I delivered, I leave to my mom. Maybe I stay with my 

babies for maybe two months and then, back to work. 

Incredibly, Escada took six months off work to give birth to her children, nurse them, and 

recover from her delivery.  

5.4 CONCLUSION 

The cases of international marriage and reproductive rights have been marshaled here to 

demonstrate the unique set of gender dynamics at play in the lives of LCP workers in 

Montréal. Attention to how LCP workers are treated as women by the LCP and other 

Canadians reveals racist and sexist undercurrents. LCP workers are shown in this section 
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to creatively negotiate this treatment through negotiating international marriage and 

assuaging the denial of their reproductive rights through alternative expressions of their 

maternal and sexual identities. The ethnographic evidence I collected on international 

marriage attests to a reluctance surrounding the topic of marrying Canadian men and a 

desire to complete the LCP all on one’s own that has not yet been recorded in academic 

research. I problematized the typical feminist framework for examining the relationship 

between women employers and women employees under the LCP. The symbolic violence 

western feminism brought onto third world women subjects makes it an inappropriate 

framework to apply to the lived experiences of LCP workers in Canada. Feminist thought 

has attempted to redress this issue by celebrating feminisms based on the idea that an 

explicitly Filipino feminism (Peminism) will be less likely to misrepresent its subjects. 

While Peminism is certainly a worthwhile lens through which to examine the lives of 

LCP workers, a more inclusive feminism is necessary to make sense of the employer-

employee relationship in domestic service that involves the oppression of both Canadian 

citizen employers and non-citizen employees. We may still be some way away from 

arriving at a more inclusive feminism, but strides were taken during the 1995 UN 

International Women’s Conference in Beijing where participants looked for a common 

ground upon which women from many different experiences and backgrounds could meet 

and share (Marchand 2009: 925).  
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CHAPTER 6  NEWSPAPERS AND NANNIES: LCP WORKERS IN THE 

MAINSTREAM AND FILIPINO NEWS 

Stereotypes are key to understanding how racism operates through the LCP and how 

expectations become levied on Filipina women in their workplaces. In this section, I 

examine the emergence of the stereotype that Filipina women are nannies and use three 

Montreal Gazette articles to demonstrate how this stereotype is constituted and reflected 

in mainstream media in Montréal. I then look at how gender dynamics are taken up by the 

Post and the Star and conclude that these papers provide a platform for the writing of 

Filipina identity beyond the nanny stereotype. To write a story about nannies in Montréal, 

journalists go out looking for interviews from women who have lived through the LCP. 

Three of the women I interviewed were interviewed by western journalists for news 

stories about the LCP. I unpack their experiences with being in the mainstream news in 

this section.  

6.1 “ALL FILIPINAS ARE NANNIES” 

In the industrialized countries where many Filipinas migrate to work, they encounter 

discrimination that at once stereotypes them as maids, nannies, or “granny nannies” 

(Engelhart 2010) and stigmatizes domestic labour. This ethnic, gendered stereotype plays 

out in the lives of Filipinas in Canada through the assumption that they work as domestic 

helpers, even when they do not (McKay 2003: 31). As is the case with most stereotypes, 

assuming Filipinas work in domestic service is a distorted reflection of the reality that 90 

per cent of women coming in through the LCP do indeed originate from the Philippines 

(32). The mainstream media in Montréal perpetuates the stereotype that all Filipina 
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women are nannies, as articles about Filipinos are frequently about Filipinas working as 

nannies. This section considers how the mainstream media depoliticize the LCP and 

create stereotypes of Filipina women through their coverage on caregivers.  

The stigma surrounding the stereotype of the Filipina domestic worker is tied up with 

Canadian immigration policy. Canadian immigration officials refer to the LCP as a “back 

door” for applicants because they lack the skills, education, work experience, or family 

situation to gain entry through the independent immigrant stream (McKay 2003: 32). The 

segmentation of the immigration avenues into skilled and unskilled – and the funneling of 

Filipina migrants through the unskilled stream – contributes to the image of the Filipina 

domestic worker as ‘unskilled’ and ‘uneducated’ (32). This constructed image is grossly 

distorted, as the minimum requirements of the LCP cut access to immigration off to 

unskilled and uneducated women.  

Elsa shared her encounters with the stigmatization of her work as a caregiver and her 

reasons for rejecting the insulting classifications.  

Elsa: Some Filipinas I know feel shy to be friends with other nationalities because they’re afraid 

people will look down on them. But they don’t realize that people don’t care what you do for your 

living, so long as you’re not stealing. Some of my friends will be shocked that I have friends from 

different places. They ask me: “Won’t you be shy to tell what your job is?” and I’m like, “no!” If 

we’re not here to take care of the kids then who’s gonna do it? It’s not like I’m stealing money.  

Elsa calls attention to the importance of her job in childcare when she points out that 

migrants come in through the LCP to make up for the labour shortage in the reproductive 

sector. Her description of the tendency for her Filipina friends to remain in social circles 

composed only of other Filipinos or other LCP workers is evidence of the way that the 
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stigmatization of reproductive labour can lead to isolating and ghettoizing Filipina 

women. Elsa takes comfort in the fact that she is paid for her work – regardless of what it 

is – and her hard work makes her confident that she has no reason to be embarrassed 

about what she does to support herself.  

6.12 News about Nannies 

 

Over Christmas 2010 in Montréal, a Filipina woman was featured on the front page of the 

Montreal Gazette (Appendix E). A serious looking Elenor Diaz is pictured front and 

center in a half page photo. Behind her, out of focus, sit her employer and her employer’s 

son. A lengthy caption is placed under the photo explaining how Elenor’s “holiday 

dream” to reunite with her family had been “denied.”  

Filipina nanny Elenor Diaz worked multiple jobs here – including housekeeping 

for Lissa Matyas in order to save enough money to bring her husband and children 

to Montréal. But the tickets for the family’s Christmas Day journey were 

cancelled by Manila travel agents who absconded with Diaz’s money. “I felt so 

lonely and frustrated,” Diaz said. (Block 2010: A1).  

Gazette journalist Irwin Block reports that Diaz saved $4,000 to pay for her husband and 

three children’s one-way tickets to Montréal from Manila while working 15-hour days 

seven days a week when she became a permanent resident after two and a half years as a 

“sponsored nanny.” Block describes Diaz’s typical day: 5 a.m. to 1 p.m.: serving 

breakfast at a hotel in a Montréal suburb, afternoons at a nursing home, and the rest of her 

days cleaning homes and nannying for various clients. At the end of the article, Diaz is 

described waiting on a “Good Samaritan” who will “step forward and give her a hand” 

(Block 2010: A8).  
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The article incited a frenzy of donations to Diaz from philanthropic and compassionate 

readers to finance Diaz’s family’s journey to Canada. The front page of the following 

day’s Montreal Gazette (Appendix F) also featured a smiling Diaz (tissue in hand) and 

Matyas in an embrace under the headline, “Our readers rally for nanny.” In the article that 

follows, we find out that Matyas, Diaz’s employer, initially contacted the Gazette about 

Diaz’s story (Montgomery 2010). A reader who runs a remittance-sending company, 

Larry Mofafferi, paid $5,800 for flights to Montréal. Another donation came from a man 

who grew up in a family with a sponsored nanny who felt compelled to contribute 

because “I am acutely aware of the hardship and hard work involved in starting from the 

ground up in a new country” (2010: A8).  

The articles about Diaz perpetuate the stereotype that Filipina women are nannies. They 

normalize and applaud inhuman working hours and depoliticize the LCP. The photos of 

Diaz that show her with her employer or with her employer’s baby imply that their 

relationship is crucial to Diaz’s identity and experience with a fraudulent travel agency. 

Diaz is photographed only once without Matyas: standing in awe in front of a computer 

screen full of emails from supportive readers offering funds. The articles focus entirely on 

Diaz’s life in Canada, and fail to mention the job or education she had in the Philippines. 

The erasure of Filipinas’ identities before arrival to Canada is part of the process of 

deskilling and facilitates stereotyping them as nannies. The articles feed into a discourse 

on the hard work of caregivers that disciplines Filipinas into working hard and normalizes 

the inhuman conditions they work under. Many readers who wrote in wanted to help Diaz 

precisely because of her hard work, which was venerated in the first article. Elenor is 

referred to as a “sponsored nanny”: the words “live-in caregiver program” or LCP do not 
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appear anywhere in the article. The root causes of why Diaz is in Canada, why she had to 

leave her family at home, and why she has to work 17-hour days are left out of the article.  

An article in the Gazette covering a PINAY press conference on the human rights case 

against the Super Nanny agency was more political than the Diaz articles. One paragraph 

hints at the link between the LCP and abuse: “Under federal immigration rules, live-in 

caregivers must live with the employer designated in their contract. If they change jobs, 

they must obtain a new work permit, which can take several months” (Scott 2011). 

Nonetheless, the article’s analysis of the program is weak and the article fails to provide 

context in the cases of two caregiver complainants at the press conference. PINAY 

president Evelyn was upset by most of the coverage generated by the press release, which 

she felt was “opportunistic” and did not address the way the Quebec Human Rights 

Commission had grossly mishandled PINAY’s case. The lack of attention to the fight for 

caregiver rights was glaring in the headline Scott’s article ran under in online Canadian 

newswires: “Montréal firm mistreated Filipina domestics, agencies contend.” The 

headline confuses PINAY with an agency, as it is PINAY who is contending that Super 

Nanny mistreated Filipina domestics. I wrote an email on behalf of PINAY to Scott 

asking that the headline be changed. We never got a response.  

The article on the Super Nanny case reveals that the media want stories about the Filipina 

nanny arriving in Montréal with no one to turn to, manipulated into paying more and 

more fraudulent fees to the agency that brought them here, and inhuman living conditions 

where more than one woman share a bed. Stories of exploitation make good reads. Stories 

about the protracted and courageous struggle of LCP workers for more equal rights do not 

make the cut.  
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The Montreal Pinoy Post and the North American Filipino Star provide a more varied 

depiction of Filipina femininity because there are more images of Filipina women to 

choose from within their pages. Filipina women are depicted running for FAMAS office, 

organizing fundraisers, becoming entrepreneurs, in beauty pageants, as successful 

playwrights or artists, as mothers, and as nannies. Sometimes the portrayals perpetuate 

constraining gender norms. For example, The Post categorizes former Philippine 

president Corazon Aquino as “the first woman president in Asia who rose with power and 

wings within the confines and sanctuary of her home to stand alone on the open arena of a 

shifting world order” (Belgica 2009). Belgica normalizes the connection here between 

women and the home and portrays Aquino as managing her presidency from the confines 

of her home.  

The coverage of beauty pageants in the Filipino newspapers
16

 in Montréal is also 

problematic from a gender standpoint.  

Shannon: And do you think the beauty queens are sex symbols when they’re on the front cover or 

do you think they’re simplified?  

Evelyn: To me they are commercialized. Commodity. They don’t really see them as human beings 

with their own brain. My middle son’s girlfriend participated in this beauty contest and she said 

‘never again’ because she said it’s destroying women’s dignity if they fail to get in the final thing 

and there’s also a personal attack between each other. She said it’s not a very nice experience. 

Some very progressive versions of Filipina femininity surface from the Post, evidenced in 

Veraida’s article about playwright Cecille Hernandez. Hernandez is quoted describing 

how Filipina femininity is reinvented in her play about a young girl who mourns her 

The third Filipino newspaper in Montréal, the Filipino Forum frequently covers beauty pageants and has 

featured photos of participants in bikinis on its cover. The Post and the Star give much less attention to 

beauty pageants, but do also occasionally cover them.
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mother by learning an ancient Filipino dance. “In the beginning of the play, we emerge 

from the fabric slowly. This challenges the audience to see Filipinas in a way that isn’t 

conventional. We have faces, we look different, we can be sexual but not sex objects. We 

are strong” (Bermejo 2009).  

6.2 NANNIES IN THE NEWS 

Three of the women I interviewed who work as caregivers had been featured in news 

articles about the abuses suffered by LCP participants. Propelled into local fame through 

the articles, two of the women felt their stories had been distorted and found the process 

of rehashing dark memories of rough times in Canada taxing and damaging. Lith, on the 

other hand, felt positively about her experience. In our interview, she reflected on the 

positive impacts of her participation in an interview with her employer that ran in the 

French-language press in Quebec about her difficulty in getting permanent residency. 

Lith: In Waterloo
17

 they said, “Hi Madame, comment-ça-va? Ça va?” Because they know about 

my story and they are touched about my story. Being far from my family and how many years it’s 

been since I’ve seen my family and I wish to be reunited with my family. And then about my 

situation that one employer kick me out. 

Shannon: And what did you think of the report? 

Lith: The impact? I like it because it helps. And I think one officer from the immigration saw – I 

receive a call from immigration and ask me what happened. The article helped me also to solve my 

problem, to get my permanent residency. 

Lith’s experience speaks to the empowerment that can be derived from being in the news 

or writing news. Alacantra remembers the feelings of validation she came to know 

through starting her own zine (Bamboo Zine) “I felt validated, like my words had weight 

A small city in Quebec where Lith works as a live-in caregiver.
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– after all, they were printed officially on paper! That began a feeling of confidence in my 

own words” (Alacantra 2005: 347).  

Pilar had a similar experience with being recognized from news coverage in the Toronto 

Star about her fight to get free medical coverage during her pregnancy. They took her 

picture and the article was much bigger than Pilar thought it would be.  

Pilar: I once went to a salon and I was recognized from the newspaper. The ladies at the salon 

said, ‘is this you?’ they told me that they wished my story was also printed in this and this 

newspaper to expose all these kinds of things. It’s not that we want to be in Time Magazine or 

something like that, they were the ones thinking of that. 

The reaction from the Filipino community in Toronto to Pilar’s news coverage was 

negative. They thought Pilar had done the interview just to gain popularity. But Pilar 

shrugged off these attacks by reminding herself that if she didn’t “come out and talk 

about what I’m going through, people will keep suffering because of systematic barriers.” 

Looking back, Pilar is thankful for the media attention she received because it was 

instrumental to having her permanent residency status approved on humanitarian and 

compassionate grounds. The news stories incited MPs to write to the Canadian 

Government on her behalf and rallied people around her cause. 

Elsa’s reaction to sharing the story of her difficulties during her first year in Canada with 

the press is different from Lith and Peidad’s.  

Elsa: I don’t want to be famous or anything like that. I tried to move on. After I did the TV-

interview, I said to myself I will never do anything like that again. 

Shannon: Why is that? 

Elsa: Because I felt that I was remembering my first year. 
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Shannon: And you didn’t want to remember it? 

Elsa: It’s not that I didn’t want to remember it. It was that I want to move on from it. I realized that 

if I don’t say it, no one will know that (abuses through the LCP) are happening. So I just put it on a 

minimum. I will not do it every month or something like that.  

We have seen here that experiences with being in the news vary among LCP workers. 

Lith and Pilar were flattered and validated by the recognition they received after being 

featured in the news. News coverage served a purpose for Pilar and Lith: to sway the 

government’s decision about their applications for permanent residency in their favour. 

Elsa’s experience speaks to the pain involved in giving interviews about LCP exploitation 

that makes the stuff of most mainstream news articles about the program.  

6.3 CONCLUSION 

The stereotype that all Filipinas are nannies is perpetuated by the mainstream news. This 

stereotype is damaging to Filipina’s imagination and self-image and is the basis upon 

which much exploitation in the home operates. Filipino femininity is elaborated in the 

pages of the Post and the Star by reports that place Filipinas in many roles other than that 

of nanny. But these papers still create gender discourses that can stifle creative and 

individual expressions of Filipina femininity. The real life experiences of three LCP 

workers with being in the news were examined to demonstrate the ambiguities of 

collaborations between western journalists and Filipina domestics. The fact that 

mainstream media outlets are eager to print stories of exploitation among LCP workers 

can be to the advantage of caregivers encountering difficulties with their immigration 

status. The media can be operationalized by these women for their own benefit.  
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CHAPTER 7  CONCLUSION 

The thesis affirms that a transnational lens constitutes the daily experience of Filipino 

live-in caregivers which is revealed through their differing forms of engagement with 

both Canadian and Philippine media. Sometimes they eschew the latter for reasons that 

bring us back to the development agenda. Through detailed investigation of their 

immigration pathway to Canadian citizenship and an ethnographic investigation of the 

role transnational media play in their lives, the thesis demonstrates that Philippine LCP 

migrants in Montréal struggle against the reductiveness accorded to their social identities 

in both locations and the invisibilization of their contributions to Canada.  

For example, as part of the volunteer work I did with PINAY, I was invited to give a 

news-writing workshop that would build the groups’ media skills to ensure the longevity 

and quality of their quarterly newsletter, Alingawngaw (Echoes of Dissent). On eight 

letter-sized pages stapled together, the winter 2011 issue of Alingawngaw features stories 

by members on the changes to the LCP, conferences PINAY participated in, the Morong 

43 Campaign,
18

 and the Palestinian Popular Resistance. Alingawngaw is also used as a 

tool for communicating with members and supporters: a list of PINAY achievements in 

2010, a preview of International Women’s Day activities, and an agenda for PINAY’s 

general assembly were all included in the newsletter. The PINAY executive wanted to 

encourage more members to contribute to the newsletter, which is why they asked me to 

animate a news-writing workshop.  

18
 A campaign launched in September 2010 protesting the illegal detainment of 43 health care workers in 

the Philippines who were arrested while providing free health care in the shantytowns of Manila.
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The workshop was designed to give participants a chance to interview another member 

and then create a news story based on their notes, which would hopefully eventually get 

published in Alingawngaw. I asked participants to get started by writing down a topic 

they wanted to be interviewed about and that they thought would make a good news 

story. The responses included: the G8 summit, vacation, first husband, death of husband, 

International Women’s Day, becoming a permanent resident: the stressful side, non-

accreditation of diplomas, gratitude journals, wrongful dismissal, employer doesn’t pay 

salary, friends’ love life, and grand reunion with family. These topics attest to the variety 

of experiences that LCP workers wish to see reflected in the news. They paint a portrait 

of the fullness of the lives of LCP workers, which entail much more than just being a 

maid. 

Most LCP workers do indeed work as maids, though, and their occupation in domestic 

service factors prominently into their daily-lived realities. Their access to media is 

sometimes constrained by the long hours they work and their isolation in the home. Other 

times, their employers broker their access to Canadian media when LCP workers are 

invited to watch the news at night with the family or when they browse print media 

offerings in their employers’ homes. For individuals who are systematically rendered 

invisible through the labour processes of their employment, media is a bridge towards the 

attainment of a public profile. When caregivers are interviewed for news stories, when 

they write the news, or when they read the news, they exercise a public identity that the 

LCP systematically effaces. Isolated within their employer’s private home, the live-in 

requirement of the LCP impedes caregivers from living public lives as full citizens in 

Canada.  
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Barber defines citizenship as “the relationship between people, governments, and the 

national territory” (2006: 61). In the context of globalization, Parreñas offers that 

citizenship “defines one’s sense of belonging” (2001: 1130). The negotiation of belonging 

is couched in the exclusionary and unequal expressions of citizenship in liberal societies 

(Barber 2006: 63). Dobrowolosky links the constriction of meaningful citizenship to 

processes of securitization, marketization, racialization, and invisibiliation of women 

(Dobrowolosky 2007). While citizenship implies that an individual is a “full member of a 

modern state and as such has legal rights in that state, including the right to vote, hold 

political office, and claim public benefits,” not all people with citizenship in a given 

nation state receive the same treatment or are able to claim the same rights (Glick Schiller 

and Fouron 2001: 24).  

The LCP provides a good example of the unevenness of citizenship that Glick Schiller 

and Fouron point to. It systematically constricts the citizenship rights of its participants 

through the live-in requirement, which restricts reproductive rights, makes home workers 

vulnerable to abuse, and denies the division between work and home that is crucial to 

personal privacy and protection from exploitation. Pratt uses a feminist geographer lens to 

demonstrate how the identity category of live-in caregivers is defined in opposition to 

Canadian citizens and how Filipina caregivers are defined along racial and class lines in 

opposition to the trope of the European nanny (Pratt 2004: 40). The difference between 

citizen and non-citizen that these oppositional categories operate along forms the basis of 

the status of LCP workers, which in turn structures their working conditions (41). Pratt 

also poses important questions about the ways in which Canadians are complicit with the 

program through an acceptance of the fact that some categories of people living within 
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Canada are undeserving of protection from the state when it comes to labour, which is 

extended to other citizens (42). She brings up a question that has also sustained this 

thesis: what should citizenship in Canada cost? The LCP makes the terms of exchange 

clear: Filipinas are granted a pathway to immigration and citizenship through years of 

indentured servitude (45). Live-in caregivers are “differentially included” in the Canadian 

nation state because they are “deemed integral to the nation’s economy, culture, identity, 

and power – but integral only or precisely because of their designated subordinate 

standing” (Espiritu 2003: 47).  

Pratt’s analysis echoes Spener’s “global apartheid theory” (Spener 2009). The theory of 

global apartheid sheds light on how the architecture of immigration and security at 

borders segregates the world at a global level to bestow control over the world’s wealth 

upon elites through the simultaneous and systematic exclusion of most of the world’s 

population (Spener 2009: 14). Under the global apartheid system, one’s passport becomes 

a “legitimate instrument of discrimination” (14). Global apartheid theory shows that 

borders are not always just physical elements of geography. Rather, the border can 

continue to operate on migrants even once they are in the receiving country through 

ongoing surveillance, incomplete citizenship rights, invisibilization, exclusion, and 

subjugation. In the case of the LCP and Canada, newly arrived live-in caregivers are 

denied full citizenship through state policies and racism that circumscribe the possibilities 

of their daily lived realities and place them in a precarious position in society. Pratt 

frames these issues geographically by asking how the “effects of discourse emerge out of 

and extend exploitative north/south international relations through the sedimentation of 



 

 

145 

Filipina immigrants to Canada within a limited range of low-paid occupations” (Pratt 

2004: 66). 

The activities of PINAY take on a distinctly civil dimension when the LCP is viewed 

from a citizenship lens. When PINAY members occupy public space to protest injustices 

in the Philippines or Canada, they are making “claims to belong to the state through 

collectively organizing to protect themselves against discrimination, gain rights, or make 

contributions to the development of that state and the life of the people within it” (Glick 

Schiller and Fouron 2001: 25). PINAY activities give members an opportunity to 

“substantively act[] as citizens, whether or not they have the legal documents to recognize 

such a status” (25).  

Filipino media can also be an avenue for LCP workers to negotiate fuller citizenship 

rights. The Post and the Star serve the Filipino community in Montréal, to which many of 

the women I interviewed felt they belonged to. By giving LCP workers a way to exercise 

their public identities, the Post and the Star assuage processes within the LCP that restrict 

the citizenship of participants. 

This thesis acknowledges the heterogeneity of the Filipino community in Montréal and 

the newspapers it produces by looking at a special audience group – LCP workers – and 

their opinions on two Filipino newspapers. We have seen that the Star and the Post 

elaborate Filipino and Filipina transnational identities against the backdrop of the 

misrepresentations typical in mainstream news. The impact of these elaborated identities 

is curbed by power dynamics within the Filipino community that play out along class 

lines and by the narrow distribution range and content focus of the newspapers.  
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A transnational framework has sustained this study since its inception. Transnationalism 

is key to the ways in which Filipina domestic workers negotiate their lives in the 

Philippines and Canada and the structure and content of the North American Filipino Star 

and the Montreal Pinoy Post are transnational. Transnationalism remained a productive 

lens for considering the role of media in the lives of live-in caregivers because they 

certainly do live transnational lives that span borders and the newspapers they read reflect 

this transnational orientation. Some women told me that they elected not to read about 

Philippine politics because they found them too challenging and difficult. They preferred 

to shut out information about corruption and mismanagement of their home state, which 

factored into their decision to leave the Philippines and secure a better life for their 

families in the first place. The political disruption and chaos in the Philippines brings us 

back to questions about development. Development discourse both creates and responds 

to the unequal positioning of countries and people within countries on the global stage.  

The gulf in power, stability, and resources separating the first world and the third world 

shape global migration flows, which tend to involve people from poor places moving to 

richer places. The conditions of poverty that arise as a consequence of free trade and 

neoliberalism compel individuals in the third world to imagine and pursue life outside of 

their home country, where access to employment, education, and welfare may be more 

complete. It is important to remember that bureaucrats and politicians in indebted and 

low-income countries plan and promote the export of their workers to the developed 

world as a development strategy. Such strategies are based on the belief that remittances 

from emigrant populations feed the foreign currency coffers of developing countries, curb 

social unrest, contribute to livelihood, education, and health care provision for families 
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left behind, and stimulate consumption. Those who sing the praises of remittances often 

omit the realities migrants face in Canada in order to send money home: labour 

exploitation, deskilling, racial discrimination, feelings of not belonging, and separation 

from loved ones. 

Development replaced earlier colonial architecture of dependence and extraction and 

involves the provisioning of aid through diplomatic ties between specific countries. Due 

to its zealous belief in modernization and its insistence on a unique western path to 

economic prosperity, the development discourse portrays third world peasants as 

backwards and traditional (Escobar 1995: 161). Such representations reflect back an aura 

of superiority on the west that was both modern and powerful enough to impose its 

modern implements on third world farmers. In order to justify western interventions 

based on its scientific and modern knowledge, an image of the third world as 

underdeveloped first needed to be produced. When migrants from the third world move to 

richer countries, the categories imposed upon them through development discourse 

continue to define their profiles in the eyes of destination country nationals. “The Third 

World is no longer ‘out there’ in some far off land; it is ‘here’ and located within the so-

called First World. In fact, every large-scale metropolitan city in America harbors several 

small Third Worlds whose relations of power within the metropolis appear to duplicate in 

large measure the previous relations between the Third World and the First World” 

(Naficy 1993: 4). Indeed, the representation of the third world and its people can form the 

basis of cultural racism directed against migrants in host societies. Cultural racism 

‘others’ newcomers in order to produce a concrete image of Canada and instills feelings 

of inferiority and self-deprecation among new comers. Barber observes that the 
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propensity for depictions of sealed-off and homogenous communities in western 

immigration discourses – which we have also seen accomplished through the mainstream 

media – is a mechanism through which insiders and outsiders are produced (2006: 68). To 

create a natural image of itself, powerful Canadians assign ‘otherness’ to newcomers (68).  

Migration viewed through a development lens elucidates the ways in which global 

dynamics of power shape both the movements of people and the lives they lead in 

receiving countries. The political economic forces that give rise to Filipina women on the 

move arise from a context of colonialism and development. Immigration does not always 

constitute a moment of forced severance, and can in fact for some migrants feel like a 

new birth. Excited by the chance to leave behind an old life and start a new one, the cusp 

of migration can be exhilarating for those who regard their departure as a part of an 

adventure, a way to discover the world, and expand or improve themselves, as my 

interview with Elsa revealed. 

Elsa: When my mom told me about the LCP, I was excited for sure. I’m going to go to another 

country. And I thought, 'you know what?' I’ll go to Canada and it’s like starting all over again. It’s 

like a chance to change. Coming to Canada was like a chance to change all my faults. It felt like I 

was being reborn. 

7.1 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

While this study never could have happened without PINAY, the focus in my participant 

observation and interviews on PINAY members biases my work. PINAY members are 

introduced to a discourse on the exploitation of women’s migration from the Philippines 

and the LCP that was often referred to during the interviews I conducted. While this 
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thesis is about live-in caregivers in Montréal, it is greatly informed by the activist 

caregivers I met through PINAY. 

Migration scholars remind us always that a single-sited approach to migration only tells 

half the story. To fully investigate how migration – and its specific institutionalization 

through the LCP – circumscribes citizenship, both the Philippines and in Canada must be 

considered. Similarly, the study of transnational media in Montréal would be improved by 

incorporating an investigation of how media from Canada is read and written about in the 

Philippines. Such a move would acknowledge the circular nature of transnational media 

flowing across porous borders.  

7.2 AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Looking at news from the Philippines in Montréal grows out of the transnational turn in 

migration studies and acknowledges that immigrants in Canada sustain social, political, 

financial, kin, and other ties to the countries they came from. Some recent literature on 

transnationalism critiques the approach for disregarding the rootedness of some migrants 

who settle permanently in their new homes and elect not to sustain a connection with their 

countries of origin (Espiritu 2003: 3). Filipino newspapers testify to both the rootedness 

and the rootlessness of migrants in Montréal, signifying that Espiritu’s critique can in fact 

be compatible with a transnational approach. The Star and the Post are produced by 

teams of people who have settled in Montréal and who have permanent networks within 

the city through which they go about the process of making news. The audience they 

write for is often assumed to have transnational interests in the Philippines and capable of 

transnational acts such as donating, sending remittances, voting, and imagining that 

involve both the Philippines and Canada. The Star and the Post are both deeply knitted in 
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to the social fabric of Montréal by nature of their production within the bounds of the city 

and deeply invested in sustaining connections to the Philippines for readers. Examining 

the implications of the newspapers on the permanency of settlement for its producers 

would be a worthwhile area of further research.  

Single-sited migration studies that apply a transnational framework can overlook the 

ways in which the lives of Filipinos in the Philippines who do not migrate can also live 

transnational lives. Immigration is a culturally normal phenomenon in the Philippines and 

most families have at least one family member abroad. Foreign pop culture, commercial 

goods, news, and information reach Filipinos in the Philippines from far-flung places via 

transnational family networks or by virtue of the conditions set in our increasingly 

globalized world. The media diet of the family members Filipina domestic workers leave 

behind in the Philippines when they participate in the LCP may include news about 

Canada, for example. These family members in the Philippines may keep up with news 

about Canada for the same reasons LCP workers in Montréal told me they kept up with 

news about the Philippines: to scan for natural disasters, to ensure their family members 

were safe, and to get educated about the Philippines or Canada so they could intelligently 

handle queries. Further studies on immigration and transnational media should investigate 

flows of Canadian media into the Philippines and especially its significance to people 

there with family members in Canada or who aspire to migrate to Canada themselves. 

Emmy read a news story about a Filipino elementary student in Montréal who was 

punished and scolded for eating his lunch with a spoon and a fork (which is culturally 

normal in the Philippines) when she was in the Philippines before she ever made the 

journey to Montréal through the LCP.  
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Shannon: What about the fork and spoon incident? 

Emmy: Actually when I heard that one I was still in the Philippines. And I was like, “oh what’s 

that?” Because in the Philippines, we use a fork and spoon which was introduced to us by the 

Spanish. And we are used to it.  

Shannon: Do you think it was fair that they got mad at him for that? 

Emmy: No.  

Shannon: Did you feel mad? 

Emmy: I feel bad. Because it’s just about a fork and spoon. And it’s a big deal?

Media can be a powerful force in creating ideas about places one has never visited, as 

seen here with Emmy making judgments about Canada while still in the Philippines. 

Emmy’s critique of the prejudice evidenced in the fork and spoon incident inverts 

Espiritu’s positioning of American media’s formative role in creating a colonial 

relationship between the US and the Philippines. American media saturates the Philippine 

imagination, according to Espiritu, who links her own admiration for American cultural 

products to the pervasiveness of Nancy Drew, Little Women, Life, Reader’s Digest, 

National Geographic in her media diet (73). She learned to feel American by reading 

American media, which provided a cultural roadmap to what the US stood for and how its 

citizens behaved. Further research on media and minorities would be enriched by 

attention to how media from countries that receive Filipino migrants circulates within the 

Philippines and the feelings of admiration or disapproval they inspire.   

 

Under contemporary conditions of globalization, media vectors cross borders and bring 

disparate social worlds into contact with one another. It is important to remember, though, 

that these media vectors are not all equal in force and media from powerful nations tends 

to penetrate less powerful nations more completely than the other way around. That is to 
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say that American and international news and media is more pervasive in the Philippines 

than Filipino media is in Canada. Filipino newspapers in Montréal help tip this balance by 

strengthening the presence of media about the Philippines in Montréal. The success of the 

ethnic media is crucial to fighting racism and trying to ensure that representations of 

minorities do not damage popular opinion or self-esteem. A policy recommendation that 

arises from my research is that the Canadian government should ensure the survival of 

ethnic media outlets through financial support. Similarly, mainstream media outlets 

would be wise to scan ethnic newspapers for stories and to collaborate with immigrant 

journalists to reduce the symbolic violence of mainstream misrepresentations of migrants.  

This project is a first step in moving beyond studies of LCP work that remain isolated 

within the private homes of employers. LCP workers’ lives also take place before and 

after they arrive at their employers’ homes, and scholarship on domestic work in Canada 

must reflect that in more diverse ways. The news media habits of LCP workers help us to 

arrive at a more complete picture of their lives but other aspects must be considered to 

achieve even greater fullness. These could include looking at LCP workers’ experiences 

with recertification, romantic relationships in Canada, public transportation, healthcare, 

racism, and studying French in Quebec, among others. The ethnographic evidence 

marshaled throughout this thesis attests to the impossibility of making generalizations 

about groups of migrants, even when they share the same entry route (the LCP) and 

similar working conditions (in domestic service). The media is a bridge to the public lives 

of live-in caregivers in their efforts to break the isolation of domestic work in Canada.  
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