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ABSTRACT 
 

As globalization expands the scale of international migration, reproductive labor 

has been restructured where migrant women from less developed countries cross the 

borders as migrant domestic workers and marriage migrants, and provide reproductive 

labor for the maintenance and renewal of productive labor in the more developed 

countries.  

Most research treats marriage migrants and women migrant workers as separate 

categories, rather than articulating the interconnectedness of them in a broader 

framework. By comparing and contrasting the similarities and differences of the 

conditions of migrant domestic workers and marriage migrants, this paper aims at 

analyzing the formation and conditions of both migrant domestic workers and 

marriage migrants in Taiwan in the framework of reproductive crisis under capitalist 

globalization. 

As capitalist globalization intensifies, the welfare state is in crisis and many 

services, such as community child-care centers, are relinquished.  States like Taiwan 

with a family tradition defining caring for elderly and young children as a family 

responsibility tend to play a minimal role in the provision of welfare. As the result of 

ever increasing costs of living and lack of comprehensive social welfare system, 

women in those core and semi-peripheral countries need to find cheaper surrogates to 

take care of household needs.  Therefore, policies of importing migrant domestic 

workers are implemented to resolve the crisis of reproduction, which leads to the 

“restructuring of reproduction,” where women from the peripheral countries migrate 
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to the core and semi-peripheral countries to take care of the household needs in the 

families of core and semi-peripheral countries.  

However, these policies of importing migrant domestic workers serve only as 

“Band-Aid” solution and fertility rates in the core and semi-peripheral countries 

continue to drop. Moreover, while the middle class families can resort to hiring 

migrant domestic workers for care work, the working class and peasants cannot afford 

to hire one for their frail family members.  Additionally, to continue the lineage still 

remains a strong belief in Taiwan and other East Asian cultures (such as in Taiwan, 

Hong Kong, South Korea and Japan), especially for working class and farming 

families. Consequently, working-class and peasant men in the core and 

semi-peripheral states follow the capital flight to the neighboring peripheral states in 

search of brides.   

When facing marriage migrants and migrant domestic workers, states take 

different approaches in Taiwan. While Taiwan government takes a “proactive” 

approach to start importing migrants, it took a very “reactive” approach to marriage 

migrants.  However, when it comes to state intervention of “irregularity”, the state 

takes “reactive” approach to migrant domestic workers, while taking “proactive” 

approach to marriage migrants. The contradictions of state policies are the result of 

the national anxiety.  

The prevalence of migrant women performing reproduction labor in the 

household shatters the “sincere fiction” of “sacred” family, and consequently causes 

anxiety. The exclusionary and patriarchal tradition of incorporation in Taiwan creates 

a condition where the easiest way for foreigners to acquire Taiwanese citizenship is 

for women from the peripheral countries to marry Taiwanese men. These marriage 

migrants’ “lower-class” status, not only domestically but also globally, in turn creates 

national anxiety of losing Taiwan’s capability to compete in the global economy, as 

capitalist globalization intensifies. This national anxiety leads to two contrasting 

approaches of state intervention, both of which contribute to the creation of illegality 

of migrant women. On the one hand, state authorities are very reluctant to inspect the 

workplace of migrant domestic workers thought they are fully aware of the 

“irregularity” in the private homes of the employers. On the other hand, state 

authorities have little reservations to enter the private homes of marriage migrants for 

inspection because of suspicion of “irregularity.”  

 Though being aware that many migrant women become “illegal” as the result of 

ill-designed state policies and administrative mal-practices, the state still refuses to 

come up systematic way of legalizing these undocumented migrants. By maintaining 

the illegal status of migrant women, the state benefits from lowering the costs of 
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production and reproduction, which is hoped to keep them survive in the intensifying 

capitalist globalization.  
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Introduction  

As capitalist globalization has intensified in recent years, issues of cross-border 

migration have once again caught international attention. An increasing number of 

women crosses the borders of the nation-states and consequently, the traditional 

literature of migration has rendered inadequate since it lacks gender-specific 

framework to capture the realities that migrant women encounter (Kofman et al 

2000). 

One of the characteristics of the feminization of migration is that a significant 

portion of migrant women, if not a great majority, are involved in intimate labor 

which is performed in household and domestic units associated with reproductive 

labor, including women migrant workers providing domestic services and care work, 

and women marriage migrants who are home-makers and reproduce the next 

generation (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002; Constable 2005; Piper and Roces 2003).  

 Reproductive labor refers to work performed within the domestic or private 

sphere that enables productive labor to take place. Reproductive labor serves to 

maintain as well as to renew the labor force, the former referring to the historically 

determined minimal day-to-day subsistence (e.g. cleaning and cooking) while the 

latter referring to filling the vacancies created by the departure or by the expansion of 

the labor force (e.g. child care and rearing)(Burawoy 1976).  

 In the capitalist societies, reproductive labor has been historically performed by 

women without pay as the patriarchal ideology dictates domestic work as the 

“natural” part of women’s duties and identity, and consequently as “unskilled” and 

“unpaid.”   

 As globalization expands the scale of international migration, reproductive labor 

has been restructured where migrant women from less developed countries cross the 

borders and provide reproductive labor for the maintenance and renewal of productive 

labor in the more developed countries.  This “international division of reproductive 

labor” involves “international transfer of care taking” among women in sending and 

receiving countries (Parreñas 2001) and thus develops the phenomenon of “global 

care chains (Hochschild 2000).  

 In addition to the paid reproductive labor conducted by migrant women, an 

increasing number of migrant women provides unpaid reproductive labor in the 

receiving countries as wives, mothers and daughters-in-law. The general trend of this 

phenomenon of “marriage immigration” (Hsia 2004) is almost parallel with labor 

migration: women from the poorer countries migrate to richer countries through 

cross-border marriages (Hsia 2008, 2010). For example, in Taiwan, around one-fourth 

of marriages are Taiwanese men with Southeast Asian women and Mainland Chinese 

women (Hsia and Huang 2010).  In South Korea, 11% of total marriage cases in 
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2008 were international marriages, among which 77.8% were between Korean men 

and foreign women, mostly from PRC and Vietnam (Kim et al 2010). In Japan, there 

has been a significant rise in the number of international marriages. From 5,546 

international marriages registered in 1970, it rose 6.5 times in 2000 with 36,263 

marriages on record. In 2005, almost 6% of recorded marriages in Japan were 

international marriages, mostly between Japanese men and women from PRC and the 

Philippines (Pongos 2010).  

 

Welfare Crisis and Migrant Women 

 Studies have shown that migrant women have worked increasingly in domestic 

sphere as the expansion of female paid employment has produced new demands for 

childcare and care for the elderly, whose trend is related to the development of 

welfare states, or “welfare regimes” (e.g. Kofman et al 2000). Built on Esping 

Andersen’s (1990) typology of welfare regimes, Kofman et al (2000) argue that the 

reliance of conservative and liberal welfare regimes on unpaid domestic labor has 

provided new space for migrant labor, as the employment of household labor allows 

women in these regimes to avoid upsetting the gender balance within the home 

because working women do not have to make demands on their partners to increase 

their share of domestic tasks. On the other hand, the prevalence of the dual income 

family and public childcare in social democratic regimes leads to less room for 

migrants to provide care work. In general, welfare regimes that emphasize services 

rather than reliance on cash benefits tend to be more equalizing in relation to gender.  

 Moreover, while the welfare states can be distinguished into different regimes, 

Kofman et al (2000) also point out that all welfare states embraced to varying degress 

neo-liberal policies during the 1980s, which has meant the promotion of “flexible 

labor markets” and an extension of the market into public services.  Increased 

reliance on the private sector for welfare provision has exacerbated inequalities as 

access to services has become more dependent on ability to pay, which has increased 

unpaid labor, predominantly of women, as services previously publicly provided are 

undertaken within the household and the community. This increased role of the 

market in welfare services has thus provided opportunities for the employment of 

migrant labor within the home, as well as private agencies providing care services, 

such as nursing. 

 Similarly, the import of migrant women in Taiwan is also related to the welfare 

regime. Chinese family tradition has long defined caring for elderly people and young 

children as a family responsibility, and therefore women’s responsibility (Hu 1995). 

This family tradition continues to exist under the ruling of modern states. Essentially, 

the traditional system allows the government to play a minimal role in the provision 
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of long-term care by defining elder care as a private responsibility. The government 

provides institutional care to a strictly defined population, namely the poor elderly 

persons without family. Any attempt to expand the role of government in long-term 

care is seen as intended to erode the traditional family value system. Consequently, 

Taiwan shares characteristics with the welfare states in East Asian countries 

characterized as predominantly productivist developmental state with a Confucian 

culture, as scholars of welfare state regimes have argued (Holliday 2000; Wood and 

Gough 2006; Kwon 2005; Lee and Ku 2007; Jones 1993). That is, caring for frail 

family members including young children and elders is considered to be a family 

responsibility under the influence of Confucianism, rather than a social issue to be 

dealt with by the state. This welfare regime is productivist since social policies are 

subordinate to economic policies. It is developmental as social expenditures are 

heavily weighted towards education or investment in human capital (Wang 2010).  

This Chinese patriarchal family structure positions women to provide the family 

with the necessary caring labor. Married Taiwanese women are constantly monitored, 

especially by mothers-in-law, with regard to their care work in the family. As it is 

becoming increasingly difficult for Taiwanese women to stay at home to carry out all 

care tasks within the family by themselves as, however, it still remains women’s 

responsibility to manage care work within the family. “Pass the dirty work to others” 

consequently becomes the strategy for Taiwanese married women who are unable or 

unwilling to care for the family by themselves. The need for substitutes has created a 

growing market as Taiwanese women are increasingly integrated into paid labor 

market (Wang 2010).  When Taiwan government first permitted the importation of 

migrant domestic workers (home-maids) in 1992, the quota was only for the 

“double-income” couples with children under 12 or elders above 70. The rationale of 

this policy was that the wives of such families cannot do much household chores and 

care work as they were supposed to, they were given the privilege to hire migrant 

domestic workers to “help” them do housework and care work (Lin 2000). 

With the increasing rate of female employment and an ageing population, providing 

care has become increasingly difficult in Taiwan. Since early 1990s, the lack of public 

intervention has turned the rising needs for care work into a profitable market. 

According to Wang (2010), at the top of the care market, private nursing attendants1 

represent the most expensive service, costing approximately US$60 per day or 

US$1,800 per month, that only affluent families can afford for a long period of time. 

The need for nursing attendants originates from the hospital’s requirement that a 
                                             
1 Nursing attendants are those non-professional local care workers who are hired by families to care for 

patients on a one-on-one basis in the hospital. They are called nursing attendants because they work as 

an aide to nurses. They work 12-hour shifts, either in a hospital or private home.  
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family member be available at the bedside when someone is hospitalised. Due to the 

shortage of nursing staff in hospitals and the Confucius ideology of family mentioned 

previously, the daily care of a patient is considered the duty of family. Those families 

without a spare member are consequently forced to hire private nursing attendants.  

As the need for care increased, some nursing attendants started to care for extra 

elderly patients at their own homes in order to double or even triple their income, 

which was not regulated by any legislation. The government turned a blind eye to this 

“illegal” phenomenon until a fire at such unregistered nursing home killed eleven 

persons in 1998, which led to the amendment of the Elderly Welfare Act to regulate 

these private nursing homes. The cost for nursing homes varies from US$600 to $1,800 

per month, depending on location and the quality of services. To reduce their costs for 

personnel, many nursing homes rely on recruiting migrant workers (ibid). 

Although the government has provided public subsidies for home care of elderly 

people since the 1980s, these subsidies are mainly targeted to the low-income elderly. 

The residual nature of home care service continues to reflect the government’s 

position on familial ideology toward elderly care and its developmental state 

orientation. Publicly subsidised home care has been available to all since 2004, but the 

40% co-payment scheme has made home care less attractive than employing migrant 

domestic care workers. The publicly subsidised home care and nursing homes meet 

only a very small proportion of the need for elder care. Since Taiwan began recruiting 

migrant domestic care workers in 1992, these workers have offered the least 

expensive form of elder care and have become the primary providers of care at home 

(ibid). 

The 2000 Population and Housing Census (Directorate-General of Budget, 

Accounting and Statistics, 2000) shows that there were 182,351 elderly persons in 

need of care, and only 8% of them were institutionalised. Among those living in the 

community, 78% of them lived with their families, reflecting the preference among 

Taiwanese families to care for their elderly members at home. At the same time, 

74,793 migrant care workers were reported to be living in Taiwan in 1999. These care 

workers were estimated to provide care for approximately 40% of the elderly in need 

of long-term care in Taiwan (Lo et al. 2004). Wang (2010) estimated that in 2005 

migrant domestic care workers provide 62% of long-term care services, and the use of 

migrant care workers continues to grow.  

As the number of applications has been far exceeding the current capacity of the 

long-term care system, an increasing number of families resort to hiring migrant 

domestic workers. Consequently, Chen (2012) argues that the attitudes of Taiwanese 

families towards hiring migrant care workers have changed from a “stigma of stranger 

care” to a “privilege.” In the past, care for fragile family members is perceived as 
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family responsibility, the idea of hiring a foreigner for providing domestic care as the 

substitutes of family care was unacceptable to most families.  However, due to the 

unavailability and inaccessibility of home care services, hiring a migrant domestic 

worker has become a privilege because it can realize the ideal of caring the fragile 

family member “at home,” instead of sending the family members to institutions.  

Though the migrant domestic workers have provided a great portion of the need 

for care work, there are farming and working-class families who cannot even afford to 

hire migrant domestic workers.  In addition to the need of caring for the elderly, 

many farming and working-class families also need women to marry their sons, bear 

children and continue the family lines. Therefore, the “foreign bride phenomenon” 

emerges.  

Starting in the 1980s, an increasing number of Taiwanese men from the farming 

and working-class families finds it difficult to find Taiwanese women for marriage, 

and thus they go to the Southeast Asia and PRC for brides. These farming and 

working-class men have been devastated by Taiwan’s long-term distorted 

development policies and the neo-liberal globalization that has imposed threats to the 

agricultural economy and the exodus of labor-intensive industry (Hsia 2004).  

First of all, men in the rural area, especially farming men, are stigmatized as “men 

without future” as the result of Taiwan’s economic development policies since late 

1950s characterized as sacrificing agriculture for industry. In short, the ultimate goal 

of the government’s agricultural development policy was to squeeze the agricultural 

products, capital and labor forces in the interests of industrialization and overall 

economic growth. Moreover, since the mid-1980s, the government in Taiwan has 

gradually liberalized the import of foreign agricultural products in exchange for entry 

into GATT and later the WTO. This has further depressed agriculture in Taiwan. 

Simply put, Taiwan’s farmers have been victims of “Taiwan’s economic miracle” 

since its inception. 

This long-standing government policy to support industry by sacrificing 

agriculture had led most rural youth attracted to the cities. Even if the young people 

prefer to stay in the farm, their parents would do everything necessary just to push 

them away, because they foresee no prospects.  

 As Taiwan economy moved from the “periphery” to the “semi-periphery” in the 

world system, capital flight from Taiwan began after the mid-1980s, resulting in the 

closures of many factories and widespread unemployment in Taiwan. The government 

also began importing migrant workers, further exacerbating unemployment among 

local workers. Many urban workers who had moved from rural areas could no longer 

stay in the cities, and returned to the countryside to find work in the informal sector, 

or help in the family farms. 
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Young men who were forced back to rural areas after the mid-1980s appeared as 

failures. Suffering from agriculture decline in the process of industrialization, 

urbanization and internationalization, those men staying in the farm (usually the eldest 

sons taking care of the parents and family farms) or those forced back to the 

countryside because of urban unemployment are disadvantaged not only economically 

but also symbolically. They are viewed as “men without future,” as most people in the 

countryside believed that they only stay in the countryside for being unable to “make 

it” in the cities. Even women staying in rural areas are not willing to “marry down” to 

men living in the same locales, for the fear of the hardship of agricultural work. The 

pressure of continuing the family line remains strong in Taiwan, especially in rural 

areas. Many men in rural areas who find it difficult to find wives thus go to the 

Southeast Asia and PRC for brides.  

On the other hand, working-class men in the urban areas also started feeling the 

difficulties in finding women for marriage as the labor-import policy propelled the 

influx of migrant workers. They do not necessarily have low income, but their social 

status is relatively marginalized under the prevailing urban middle-class values. 

Moreover, the three-shift work schedules greatly limit their social lives. They hesitate 

to request the employers to change shift schedule because they fear being replaced by 

migrant workers, who are cheaper and easier to control, in the eyes of employers. 

Consequently, many working-class men decide to find brides in the Southeast Asia 

and PRC (Hsia 2004). 

These marriage migrants from the Southeast Asia and PRC have contributed to 

Taiwan’s development by their reproductive labor as well as productive labor. On the 

one hand, they provide unpaid household labor, childbearing and childrearing, thereby 

stabilizing the reproduction of a pool of cheap labor. On the other hand, since the 

Taiwanese men who marry marriage migrants are mostly farming and working-class, 

many marriage migrants need paid work. Since marriage migrants are discriminated 

by the general public and polices, most of them end up in low-paying and insecure 

jobs. Consequently, marriage migrants become a new source of cheaper laborers in 

Taiwan (Hsia 2004).  

 

Migrant Women, Moral Panics and Illegality 

The increasing prevalence of migrant workers has been accompanied by negative 

public discourse, such as “stealing jobs from the locals,” causing “social problems,” 

and “public charges,” especially during the periods of economic down turns. For 

instance, Lister (1997) argues that the increase of migrants has been accompanied by 

shifts in official discourses of citizenship, from those based on rights, to those based 

on obligations. Politicians in Europe have talked of the so-called “benefit scroungers” 
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and migrants have been represented by the media and politicians as “bogus” and 

“welfare tourists.” (Kofman et al 2000).  

Migrant women particularly trigger more anxiety.  As Navins (2002) argues, the 

fact that women have the biological abilities to give birth is often seen as problematic 

and dangerous for border controllers. For instance, in the study examining Ireland’s 

2004 Constitution Amendment which removes birthright citizenship from any future 

Irish-born children of immigrant parents, Tormey (2007) argues that one of the 

reasons why the amendment was passed is that migrant women are successfully 

constructed as “immoral citizen tourists” who have no loyalty or tangible connection 

to the nation and fail to fulfill the notion of reciprocity and repaying “Irish 

hospitality.” 

It seems that migrant women have been created as “folk devils” that have 

generated “moral panics.” As Cohen (1972) argues, folk devils are those facing 

problems generated by the society and trying to find solutions for themselves, which 

in turn are condemned by the society because they are the “visible reminders of what 

we should not be” and thus generating moral panics. In other words, folk devils touch 

the delicate and ambivalent nerves through which the society experiences social 

change. The moral panics that migrant women generate can be seen as the results of 

the anxiety felt by the society in the era of capitalist globalization.   

For instance, migrant workers providing care services are seen as eroding the 

traditional family, as mentioned previously. Marriage migrants, on the other hand, 

cause even greater anxiety because of their abilities to reproduce future generations of 

the citizens.  They were constructed by the media in Taiwan as causes of social 

problems, including their assumed tendency to prostitution, high risks of broken 

families, and deteriorating the quality of Taiwanese population.  Marriage migrants 

from the poorer neighboring countries are seen as materialist gold diggers who use 

“fake marriages” to steal money and job opportunities from the Taiwanese, and as 

either already committed crimes or being potential criminals (Hsia 2007).  

The linkage of migrants to illegality is the most common construction of migrant 

women as “folk devils.”  To control the influx of “illegal” migrants, many 

governments have imposed tougher policies on migrants.  According to 

Garcés-Mascareñas (2010), three approaches can be identified in relation to the 

phenomenon of “illegal migration.” The most common approach to illegal migration 

has been to explain it as a result of ineffective and powerless law. This approach 

focuses on the degree to which policies are capable of stemming illegal immigration. 

If illegal migration continues to take place and illegal migrants continue to be present, 

this means the failure of migration policies (e.g. Cornelius and Tsuda 2004). The 

second approach to illegal migration focuses on how the law serves the interests of the 
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need of capitalists and capitalism. From this perspective, migration policies are 

analyzed in their function to place illegal migrants in a more exploited position, rather 

than their attempts to reduce illegal migration. In other words, the criminaliztion of 

illegal migrants is understood as a way to create a condition for them to be a cheaper 

and more flexible labor force (e.g. Portes 1977; Sassen 1988; Calavita 2005). The 

third approach is called the “legal production of migrants’ illegality” (De Genova 

2002; Coutin 2000, 2005). This recent approach aims at examining how immigration 

law constitutes individuals within immigration categories. From this perspective, 

more effective migration policies do not mean less illegal migration, as assumed by 

the first approach. The law creates the subjects that on the surface it seeks to bar and 

whether these subjects constitute a cheap and flexible labor force is more an empirical 

question than a starting point of inquiry.  

This paper agrees with the third approach to the so-called “illegal immigration,” 

and also being reminded of the consequences of being “illegal,” especially in its 

relation to the interests of capitalists and capitalism. As De Genova and Peutz (2010) 

argue, a recent critical literature on migration has been more attentive to the ways in 

which “illegality” and deportability are produced through law and border enforcement. 

Much of this scholarly work elucidates ways in which deportable migrants serve 

capital accumulation through their flexibility and tractability as an often docile labor 

force and similarly serve the sovereign state through their embodiment of the 

elementary distinction between citizens (“insiders”) and others (“outsiders”). This 

paper attempts to contribute to this recent critical research on migration. It will focuse 

on the cases of migrant women in Taiwan to analyze how they are categorized by laws 

and policies and their illegality has been produced by the state and its consequences.  

In sum, women migrant workers and marriage migrants are the primary migrant 

women involved in intimate labor in the era of capitalist globalization. However, most 

research treats marriage migrants and women migrant workers as separate categories, 

rather than articulating the interconnectedness of them in a broader framework. With 

the background knowledge accumulated by the author’s long term involvement in 

related issues since 1994, this paper aims at formulating an analytical framework 

explaining the formation and conditions of migrant women in reproductive labor, by 

comparing and contrasting the similarities and differences of the conditions of 

migrant domestic workers and marriage migrants. The primary empirical bases of this 

paper analyses derive mostly from three set of data the author collected in two years, 

including a study on the causes and experiences of undocumented migrants, research 

on the experiences of marriage migrants concerning citizenship and domestic violence, 

and comparative study on Filipina and Indonesian domestic workers.   
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State Policies on Foreign Reproductive Labor in Taiwan 

Similar to its counterparts in East Asia, Taiwan has started importing migrant 

workers and becoming a host country for many marriage migrants in the region, as 

Taiwan has moved from the “periphery” to the “semi-periphery” in the world system 

since the mid-1980s (Hsia 2004).  

 

General Trends 

The first significant influx of foreign labor to Taiwan occurred in 1989 when the 

state gave permission for the legal recruitment of some three thousands foreign 

workers to supply the labor for fourteen key national infrastructure projects. Soon 

after it began recruiting manufacturing workers, the government added the second type 

of migrant worker, the “migrant care worker” (including home-based care workers and 

domestic helpers), later called “migrant welfare worker”(福利外勞). Recruiting 

migrant care workers is presented as a cost-saving response to the growing demands for 

paid child care and elder care among the expanding nuclear households and the ageing 

population, so it is considered a type of welfare. Ironically, this welfare is not provided 

by the state, but by the market; all the government does is give families the right to 

access the market (Wang 2010).  

In 1992 Taiwan government passed the Employment and Service Act as the legal 

basis of labor-import policy and dramatically propelled the increase of Southeast 

Asian migrant workers who were recruited to work in Taiwan only in the occupations 

characterized as 3D (dirty, dangerous and difficult), including manufacturing, 

construction and welfare sectors (as domestic workers and care worker).  

In 1991 there were only about three thousands blue-collar migrant workers in 

Taiwan (Employment and Vocational Training Administration 2002; c.f. Tseng 2004).  

As Table 1 indicates, by the end of 1996, the number of migrant workers in the 3D 

sectors was 236,555, dramatically increased with more than 78 folds since 1991. The 

number continues to increase steadily and reached 379,653 by the end of 2010. As of 

2011, the top four countries of migrant workers recruited in 3D sectors include 

Indonesia, Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam.  

In 1996, the migrant workers in productive industries (including agriculture, 

manufacturing and construction sectors) composed 87%, while migrant workers in 

social welfare2 (including domestic workers and care workers) composed only 12.8%. 

The percentage of migrant workers in social welfare sectors, i.e. reproductive 

migrants, continues to increase yearly and reached 49% in 2010 (Bureau of 

Employment and Vocational Training, CLA 2011). The increasing rate of migrant 
                                             
2 In government’s documents, migrant workers in social welfare include “nursing workers” and 

“home-maids.”  
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workers recruited for reproductive labor corresponds to the increasing rate of women 

migrant workers. As indicated in Table 1, in 1998, the percentage of women among 

all blue-collar migrant workers is 26.4% and continues to increase yearly. By the end 

of 2010, women compose of 63.1% of all blue-collar migrant workers in Taiwan. 

Moreover, as will be illustrated in the following sections, migrant women may be 

hired as “care workers” or “domestic helpers” in their contracts, however, in reality, 

the distinction between these two categories are very blurred. Therefore, this paper 

will use “migrant domestic workers” to refer to migrants women working in the 

households of the employers, regardless of the categories of occupation they are 

recruited for.  

 

Table 1 Number of Migrant Workers, by Country of Origin and Gender 
Grand total Indonesia Philippines Thailand Vietnam  

year total male female total male female total male female total male female total male female 

1996 236555 -- -- 10206 

4.3% 

-- -- 83630 

35.4% 

-- -- 141230

59.7% 

-- -- -- -- -- 

1997 241396 -- -- 14648 

5.9% 

-- -- 100295 

40.4% 

-- -- 132717 

53.4% 

-- -- -- -- -- 

1998 270620 199061 71559 

26.4% 

22058 17800 4258 

19.3% 

114255 60197 54058 

47.3% 

133367 120230 13137 

9.9% 

-- -- -- 

1999 294967 167892 127075

43.1% 

41224 11712 29512 

71.6% 

113928 37855 76073 

66.8% 

139526 118188 21338 

15.3% 

131 12 119 

90.8% 

2000 326515 163444 163071 

49.9% 

77830 12126 65704 

84.4% 

98161 30100 68061 

69.3% 

142665 118563 24102 

16.9% 

7746 2556 5190 

67.0% 

2001 304605 145273 159332 

52.3% 

91132 10336 80796 

88.7% 

72779 23284 49495 

68.0% 

127732 107635 20097 

15.7% 

12916 3977 8939 

69.2% 

2002 303684 134169 169515 

55.8% 

93212 9622 83590 

89.7% 

69426 22212 47214 

68.0% 

111538 53904 17634 

15.8% 

29473 8400 21073 

71.5% 

2003 300150 128426 171724 

57.2% 

56437 6971 49466 

87.6% 

81355 23685 57670 

70.8% 

104728 86914 17814 

17.0% 

57603 10831 46772 

81.2% 

2004 314034 128453 185581 

59.1% 

27281 4831 22450 

82.3% 

91150 25504 65646 

72.0% 

105281 86477 18804 

17.9% 

90241 11610 78631 

87.1% 

2005 327396 128403 198993 

60.8% 

49094 6350 42744 

87.1% 

95703 28311 67392 

70.4% 

98322 81215 17107 

17.4% 

84185 12497 71688 

85.2% 

2006 338755 130073 208682 

61.6% 

85223 8861 76362 

89.6% 

90054 28429 61625 

68.4% 

92894 77696 15198 

16.4% 

70536 15065 55471 

78.6% 

2007 357937 139030 218907 

61.2% 

115490 12845 102645 

88.9% 

86423 29079 57344 

66.3% 

86948 73057 13891 

16.0% 

69043 24031 45012 

65.2% 

2008 365060 142003 223057 

61.1% 

127764 15373 112391 

88.0% 

80636 28035 52601 

65.2% 

75584 64015 11569 

15.3% 

81060 34568 46492 

57.4% 

2009 351016 128602 222414 

63.4% 

139404 17016 122388 

87.8% 

72177 24596 47481 

65.8% 

61432 52031 9401 

15.3% 

78093 34949 43144 

55.2% 

2010 379653 140121 239532 

63.1% 

156332 19706 136626 

87.4% 

77538 26296 51242 

66.1% 

65742 55647 10095 

15.4% 

80030 38462 41568 

51.9% 

Source: Bureau of Employment and Vocational Training, Council of Labor Affair.  

 

Similar to the trends of blue-collar migrant workers recruited to Taiwan, starting 

in late1980s, the number of women from Southeast Asia and Mainland China entering 

Taiwan as foreign spouses has been significantly increasing. In 1994, there were 4899 

spouse visa applications approved between Southeast Asians and Taiwanese nationals. 

The number increased to 8879 in 1998 (Hsia 2004). According to the statistics 

released in 2002 by the Directorate-General of Budget, Accounting and Statistics, one 

of every four new marriages in Taiwan is between a citizen and foreigner. The 

majority of the foreign spouses are the Southeast Asian and Mainland Chinese women 

married to Taiwanese men. From January 1 of 1985 to February 28 of 2011, there 



 14 

were 446,143 foreign spouses3 (29.3% from Southeast Asia and 64.2% from 

Mainland China) in the country. 93.1% of these foreign spouses are women. Among 

the women from Southeast Asia, 66.2% are from Vietnam, 20.9% from Indonesia, 

4.4% from Thailand, 5.1% from the Philippines, and 3.4% from Cambodia (Ministry 

of Interior 2011). 

 

Proactive Labor-Import Policy vs. Reactive Immigration Policy 

As mentioned previously, Taiwan government initiated labor-import program in 

1989 and formalized it in 1992. Regulations and policies about foreigners working in 

Taiwan are very clearly class-based, where blue-collar foreign workers are governed 

by separate and much stricter regulations than the professional, technician and 

managerial foreigners. For the white-collar foreigners, their work permits are 

approved on a case-by-case basis, without quota restrictions, depending on their 

qualifications and renewable as long as they maintain the jobs, and they can choose 

their residence and apply for permanent residence or citizenship after working legally 

in Taiwan for five years. For the blue-collar migrants, a quota system is imposed and 

despite of several changes made to the initial program, a few common features remain 

untouched (Tseng 2004): 

Restrictive entrance: restricting the importation of migrant workers to certain 

industries and occupations. 

Time constraints: workers were originally only given permission to stay for two 

years, with the possibility of a one-year extension. After that, they were banned from 

ever returning to Taiwan as workers. Changes have been made to allow for an initial 

three-year stay, after which employers can apply for extensions for limited years. As 

of 2011, the maximum years of stay in Taiwan for blue-collar migrants are nine years.  

Preventing family formation/reunification: blue-collar migrant workers are not 

allowed to bring family members into Taiwan, and are forbidden to get married or to 

become pregnant. Marriage or pregnancy is considered grounds for immediate 

expulsion. Prior to the changes in November 2002 resulted from continuous protests 

of NGOs, women migrant workers found pregnant at their required regular medical 

check-ups would be immediately deported.  

Bounded freedom of participation in local labor market: Workers cannot change 

employers without approval through an official application process. Permits granted 

for such changes only apply to those who lose jobs because of the death or bankruptcy 

of employers, and who can prove to have been abused by employers.  

Limiting physical presence: Blue-collar migrant workers cannot change 

residence without permission from the central government.  
                                             
3 The number includes those who have been naturalized. 
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Limiting source countries: The Taiwan government only allows the recruitment 

of workers from a limited number of countries, which sign MOU with Taiwan 

government. 

Prohibiting Mainland Chinese workers: Due to the political tension between 

Taiwan and the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Taiwanese policy strictly forbids 

the entry of mainland Chinese workers from PRC—despite requests from many 

employers who would prefer to hire workers from the same linguistic and cultural 

background. PRC workers are only permitted to work as crewmen and that means that 

they are not allowed to set “foot” on Taiwan’s land. 

In fact, this classist ideology is reflected in the everyday idioms.  In Taiwan, the 

term “foreign workers” (wailao in Mandarin) only refers to blue-collar migrants, 

whereas white-collar migrants are referred as “foreigners” (waiguoren in Mandarin). 

For the benefits of clarity, the concept of migrant workers in this paper refers to the 

blue-collar migrants only.  

While Taiwan government takes a “proactive” approach to start importing 

migrant workers in 1989 and formalized its regulations in 1992, it took a very 

“reactive” approach to marriage migrants. Taiwan government did not really have 

immigration policy4 until 2003, though the significant influx of marriage migrants 

started in late 1980s.  As the first researcher working on the marriage migration 

issues starting in 1994, I observed how the governments’ attitudes suddenly changed 

in late 2002.  As of mid-2002, government officials, including both at the levels of 

central and local governments, did not consider issues of marriage migrants as within 

their scopes of business. They simply wished that the “foreign bride5” phenomenon 

was a short-lived “fad.” Prior to 2003 when Taiwan government started initiating 

programs and policies for immigrants, the only government agencies dealing with 

marriage migrant issues were the National Police Agency and Department of Health, 

which reveals the government’s perception of marriage migrants as potential criminals, 

and threats to national health and “quality of the population.6”   

However, in late 2002, two released statistics that indicated the prevalence of 

marriage migrants from the Southeast Asia and PRC and the increasing rate of 

children born to marriage migrants dramatically shifted the governments’ positions. 
                                             
4 Though the Entry, Exit and Immigration Act was passed in 1999, this act mostly stipulated regulations 

regarding entering and exiting Taiwan.  
5 The term “foreign bride” in everyday idiom is only referred to marriage migrants from Southeast and 

sometimes Mainland China. Women from the U.S., Japan and other developed countries are not 

referred as “foreign brides.”  
6 The major concern of the Department of Health for marriage migrants was to effectively teach them “birth 

control” due to the worries that marriage migrants would produce “lower quality” of children. 
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Since then, Taiwan government quickly initiated programs and revisions of 

immigration-relevant laws aiming at controlling the inflow of marriage migrants, 

increasing barriers for them to acquire citizenship and assimilating them (Hsia 2011).  

These immigration policies are indeed reactive to the statistical prevalence of 

marriage migrants and their children, which creates a “national anxiety” fearing 

imagined sense of “deteriorating quality of population” intensified by capitalist 

globalization (Hsia 2007), to be discussed in the following section.  

Immigration regulations in Taiwan are highly gendered, which do not grant 

citizenship to foreign women as an inalienable right, but rather preconditions 

citizenship on their status as the wife of a Taiwanese man. Before the Immigration 

Act was amended in 2008 as the result of struggles of organizations and advocates for 

immigrant rights, marriage migrants whose marriage with Taiwanese spouses end 

before they obtain citizenship, even if the divorce is resulted from domestic violence, 

would be deported after their visa expire (Hsia 2008, 2009).   

Moreover, the process for a marriage migrant to acquire naturalization is very 

complicated and tedious (Hsia and Huang, 2010). A marriage migrant has to apply 

first for an Alien Residence Certificate (ARC) at the offices of the National 

Immigration Agency (NIA) at least 15 days after arrival. The ARC is valid for three 

years and should be renewed before its expiration. They then can apply for the 

“Certificate of ROC Naturalization Candidature” when they have more than three 

years of legal residence and additionally, they should have stayed in Taiwan for at 

least 183 days per year. Before applying for naturalization though, they must also 

apply for the abdication of the original nationality. 

The marriage migrants are also required to pass other documents including 

certificates of the basic language command, in order to be eligible for naturalization. 

However, even if they become naturalized, ROC citizenship (i.e. obtaining the 

citizenship ID) is still another process. They must apply first for Resident Certificates 

and then the Registered Permanent Residency Certificates. Before applying for the 

latter, the marriage migrant has to reside in Taiwan continuously for one year from 

day of naturalization or for two years with more than 270 days per year or for five 

years with more than 183 days per year. 

Marriage migrants in Taiwan are very insecure when they are in the stateless 

position of having abdicated their original nationality but are still applying for 

naturalization. They could not even leave the country even in emergency for it will 

again repeat the cycle of counting the days of staying in Taiwan. Also, since a ground 

for denial of naturalization is having criminal record – minor offenses such as 

gambling can even be considered as crime – their day-to-day actions and mobility are 
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full of insecurity and anxiety that they may do something wrong that can jeopardize 

their application. 

For Mainland Chinese marriage migrants in Taiwan, the rule for them is even 

stricter. Because of the political issue between Taiwan and the PRC, they are 

governed by the Act Governing Relations between Peoples of the Taiwan Area and 

the Mainland Area, rather than the Immigration Act. The waiting time for residency in 

Taiwan before applying for citizenship is much longer for them and much stricter 

(ibid).  

Aside from being, for the most part, spouse-dependent, there are other 

requirements for permanent residence or citizenship that makes obtaining such status 

even more difficult. Financial requirements are some of the restrictive rules imposed 

on marriage migrants. Before November 2008, marriage migrants in Taiwan have to 

submit strict proof of documents for their certificates of sufficient property, such as a 

bank balance of about NT$420,000 (approx. US$13,000). Organizations of marriage 

migrants, migrant workers and advocates protested against such requirements and 

gained concessions on this rule (Hsia 2009). Marriage migrants are now only required 

to submit a statement declaring that they can make a living. However, this is only 

adopted in the implementing rules and not on the Nationality Act itself thus 

essentially maintaining the financial requirements (for details, see Hsia and Huang 

2010). 

 

National Anxiety Intensified by Capitalist Globalization 

 To understand why the Taiwan government takes these approaches to governing 

the influx of migrant workers and marriage migrants, we need to analyze how 

Taiwan’s tradition of incorporation has been challenged by globalization.  

 The tradition of Taiwan’s policy of incorporation, its laws of citizenship, has 

been based on the principle of jus sanguinis, which reflects a traditional Chinese 

emphasis on lineage and ancestry in the context of Manchurian minority rule and 

foreign imperialism (Cheng 2002). 

 However, as the Cold War ended and capitalist globalization intensifies, this 

principle of jus sanguinis has become obscured. For instance, while enterprises were 

reported to have preferences for importing migrant workers from Mainland China, 

due to the similarities in language and culture of PRC workers, Chinese laborers from 

the mainland were strongly opposed by Taiwanese nationalists. What Taiwanese 

nationalists fear is that since the ROC on Taiwan still claims sovereignty over 

Chinese territory, and therefore Mainland Chinese are by law legal citizens of the 

ROC, then the influx of PRC workers would open up legal migration from PRC. This 

would pose a threat to the newly consolidated Taiwanese national identity. As the 
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result of the strong Taiwanese nationalist sentiments, the Taiwan government decided 

to formulate the labor-import policy that strictly excludes Mainland Chinese laborers 

from landing Taiwan’s soil, and import migrants from the Southeast Asia who have 

different languages and cultures from the Taiwanese (Tseng 2004). This same 

Taiwanese nationalist sentiment against Mainland Chinese also reflects on the policies 

on marriage migrants from Mainland China. Until now, the Mainland Chinese are still 

considered more suspicious than other foreigners (see Friedman’s paper in this 

volume).  

 While the number of foreigners working in Taiwan had increased significantly 

since late 1980s, it remains extremely difficult for foreigners to become citizens of 

Taiwan (Cheng 2002; Tseng 2004).  Prior to the changes in the Nationality Act 

effective in January of 2000, foreigners could not be naturalized as Taiwanese citizens 

except for women married to Taiwanese men. Foreign women are seen as 

“naturalizable” because of their ability to continue Taiwanese “blood,” which 

apparently stems from patriarchal values perceiving women only as breeding objects, 

rather than independent subjects (Hsia 2009).  

  In 2003, the Ministry of Interior (MOI), which was tasked to coordinate with 

other Ministries regarding policies on “foreign brides,” drafted the Guidelines of 

Immigration Policy and tried to rush the establishment of National Immigration 

Agency. In the first few versions of the drafted Guidelines of Immigration Policy, the 

focus was to create incentives for professional/managerial/skilled foreigners to 

immigrate to Taiwan, and stipulate that blue collar migrant workers were not allowed 

to apply for permanent residency and naturalization. The bill of Organic Act of 

National Immigration Agency proposed by MOI in late 2003 showed that the main 

functions of NIA were to police, investigate, and deport migrants and immigrants 

whom NIA officials deemed illegal or dangerous, rather than providing services for 

immigrants and protecting basic rights of immigrants. Moreover, the legal grounds for 

deportation—such as “threatening national security” and “violating the public 

interest”—were vague articulations subject to manipulation. Under the framework of 

the proposed Organic Act of NIA, human rights of immigrants and migrants were 

very vulnerable because this proposed agency did not provide any due process for 

prosecution or mechanism to which migrants and immigrants can make appeal before 

they are deported (Hsia 2008). 

Despite the various attempts by Taiwan government to deter the blue-collar 

working class foreigners from migrating to Taiwan, the number of marriage migrants 

from the Southeast Asia and Mainland China continues to increase. As the number of 

immigrant women from Southeast Asia and PRC increases, the worry about the 

“deterioration of the quality of population” has become a national anxiety. Not 
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supported by reliable data, this claim is indeed based on the assumption that since the 

marriage migrants are from the developing countries, they must lack the “qualities” 

necessary to educate their own children, the so-called “new Taiwan children”—an 

argument which clearly has sexist, racist and classist overtones (Hsia 2007).  

Similar to the “moral panics” analyzed in Cohen’s (1972) research on the 

creation of Mods and Rockers as folk devils, elsewhere I have analyzed how marriage 

migrants have caused national anxiety (Hsia 2007), as summarized in the following.  

The prevalent fear of people from less developed countries taking advantage of 

Taiwan’s prosperity derives from the firm common belief (myth) that “Taiwan’s 

Miracle” results solely from the diligence of Taiwanese people, and has been 

deepened since capitalist globalization intensifies competition among nation-states. 

Capital flight of Taiwanese companies to Southeast Asia and PRC, and the import of 

migrant workers from Southeast Asia strengthen this national anxiety of protecting 

“our” success from the poor, envious neighboring “others,” who are perceived as 

coming to Taiwan to steal jobs and dig gold mountains.  The belief in Taiwan’s 

economic success as resulting from the superior quality of the Taiwanese parallels the 

fear that this great quality of the Taiwanese people is endangered by the influx of the 

“low quality” peoples from surrounding poor countries. This anxiety over the 

deteriorating “quality” of Taiwanese is specifically triggered by working-class women 

from poor neighboring countries. The fact that women have the biological abilities to 

give birth is often seen as problematic and dangerous for border controllers (Navins 

2002). This fear of working-class foreign women reveals itself very graphically in 

Taiwan’s specific policy of deporting female migrant workers as soon as they were 

found pregnant at their required regular medical check-ups.7  

While direct policy can be made to deport pregnant migrant women, the 

government cannot implement any policy to prevent marriage migrants from giving 

birth, as long as the government maintains its legitimacy as a democratic country. 

This inability to legally stop marriage migrants from producing the next generation 

becomes a great threat to the national belief of the “superior quality” of the 

Taiwanese.  

Since the financial crisis starting in late 1997, global competition became a 

burning topic in the media, especially when Mainland China became recognized as 

the “world factory,” with impending threats to Taiwan’s economy. The discourse of 

global competition juxtaposed concerns about how “foreign brides” would cause 

population quality to deteriorate and endanger Taiwan’s capacity to compete globally. 

Consequently it advocated also the need to attract a “high quality” immigrant 

population and to “improve the quality” of those foreign brides who had already 
                                             
7 The policy was cancelled in November 2002 due to continuous protests by NGOs.  
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entered Taiwan. The anxiety over the low quality of “foreign brides” intensified after 

2000, especially when the public recognized the increasing number of their children. 

The logic behind this anxiety toward marriage migrants’ children is the following: As 

fertility drops to a historical low point, there is a need to increase the “quantity” of 

births. However, since the ratio of marriage migrants’ children among new-born 

babies has increased, the “quality” of the births is in question. Therefore, considering 

the low quality of our next generation, Taiwan’s capability to compete in the global 

economy is doomed. In this globalization context, the discourse against the new 

immigrants from poorer countries is not simply classism, but rather a racialized 

rhetoric portraying those from countries in the lower rank of the international division 

of labor as essentially inferior and thus not qualified to be part of Taiwanese society. 

In other words, classism has also been racialized and becomes “racialized classism”.  

The supposedly negative profiles of the marriage migrants, including low level 

of education and their working class status, are equally applicable to their Taiwanese 

husbands. However, this does not appear much in the dominant discourse in Taiwan. 

This interesting omission of Taiwanese men in the imagined threat to population 

quality serves to further mobilize national anxiety. By arguing that marriage migrants 

should not give birth is actually arguing that the lower class of Taiwanese men should 

not continue their family lines, which would be too blunt a classism (and even fascism) 

for the Taiwanese to identify themselves with, and too dangerous for the government 

to openly agree with, lest it jeopardizes its legitimacy, especially among the 

working-class. The discourse of classism is therefore shifted to that of racialized 

classism, which serves to reveal this elitist national anxiety without confounding the 

status quo.  In short, as capitalist globalization intensifies internal inequality, 

especially class division, within the nation-state, the political system as a whole 

benefits from the maintenance of a state of anxiety among the population, and also 

from focusing that anxiety outwards.  By diverting attention from internal inequality 

to the “problems” and “threats” of the marriage migrants (and migrant workers as 

well), the political system remains intact and unchallenged.  

Furthermore, the Taiwanese husbands have been omitted from the construction 

of the “new Taiwanese children” discourse, which is rooted in sexism still prevalent 

in Taiwan.  In the patriarchal Chinese society, women in Taiwan are still seen 

primarily as the home-makers, shouldering all responsibilities in child-rearing. 

However, sexism and the burden of motherhood shared by all women in Taiwan 

become even more unbearable for marriage migrants because they are perceived as 

“by nature” (because of classism and racialized classism) not having the abilities to 

raise children properly.   
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The burning threat that marriage migrants appear to the Taiwanese are not only 

rooted in classism and sexism, but also in their “foreign” female bodies from the less 

developed countries. While Taiwan’s exclusionary tradition of citizenship can be 

viewed as xenophobic, the resentment is mostly towards foreigners from the less 

developed countries. For example, in everyday idiom, “foreign workers” only refer to 

blue-collar workers from Third World countries, and “foreign brides” do not refer to 

women from developed countries married to Taiwanese men. Of all the projects 

aiming at “improving” the quality of marriage migrants and their children, none has 

targeted those from developed countries. What constitutes a threat and creates 

national anxiety are the foreign women from Third World countries, that is, the lower 

class in the international division of labor.  

However, Taiwan’s exclusionary and patriarchal tradition of citizenship, 

ironically, allows many women from the less developed countries to immigrate to 

Taiwan through marriage, while most people from the developed countries will not 

likely be naturalized as Taiwanese citizens. Since the Nationality Act requires 

foreigners to abandon their original citizenship to gain Taiwanese citizenship, very 

few foreign husbands (or wives) from developed countries attempt to apply for 

Taiwanese citizenship.  Hence, the great majority of foreigners naturalized as 

Taiwanese citizens are marriage migrants from less developed countries, which cause 

a national anxiety.  

To sum up, the exclusionary and patriarchal tradition of incorporation in Taiwan 

ironically creates a condition where the easiest way for foreigners to acquire 

Taiwanese citizenship is for women from the less developed countries to marry 

Taiwanese men. However, these marriage migrants’ “lower-class” status, not only 

domestically but also globally, consequently creates collective anxiety in Taiwan, a 

society filled with classism and sexism (Hsia 2007). This national anxiety has led the 

government to add more barriers for marriage migrants to acquire citizenship and 

constantly suspect the “authenticity” of their marriages.  

 

Reactive State Intervention vs. Proactive State Intervention 

The national anxiety discussed above leads to state intervention that in turn 

produces the illegality of migrant women. As mentioned, blue-collar migrants are not 

eligible for applying permanent residency or citizenship. The only way for them to 

acquire Taiwanese residency and citizenship is to marry Taiwanese nationals, which 

is seen by government authorities as a loophole subjected for migrant workers’ 

manipulation. Consequently, regulations are established so that migrant workers 

cannot directly transfer their status from migrant workers to foreign spouses. If they 

want to marry a Taiwanese when they stay in Taiwan as migrant workers, they must 
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exit Taiwan and apply for a spouse visa in their home countries. Moreover, the years 

they have stayed in Taiwan as migrant workers cannot be counted as the years of 

residence required for them to apply for permanent residence or citizenship. If they 

have violated any laws when they are migrant workers, including escaping from 

abusive employers and consequently becoming “run-aways” in the eyes of authorities, 

they would be banned from entering Taiwan for a period of time even if they marry 

Taiwanese nationals.  

Furthermore, since government officials suspect that many migrants from the 

less developed countries use marriage with Taiwanese to acquire residency and 

citizenship, they constantly inspect on the “authenticity” of the marriages, including 

visiting the homes of marriage migrants to find any signs of “fake marriages.”  If 

they are reported missing, including by their abusive husbands and families, their 

residency or even citizenship status could be jeopardized.  

 Unlike the constant inspection of the homes of marriage migrants, government 

officials are very reluctant to inspect on the workplace of migrant domestic workers 

with the reasoning that government authorities should not enter the private homes of 

people. Council of Labor Affairs (CLA) officials interviewed in one study (Chen 2012) 

commented that though they are all aware that migrant domestic workers all work for 

long hours and ordered by employers to do tasks beyond the job description in their 

contracts, they will not initiate inspection because “authorities should not enter private 

homes unless they are reported as violating regulations.” However, CLA as the 

authorities responsible for migrant workers are entitled to inspect the workplace of 

migrant workers, including the workplace for migrant domestic workers.  

 As we can see, the states take two contrasting positions as regard to intervening 

“irregularity” in the private homes. On the one hand, state authorities are very 

reluctant to inspect the workplace of migrant domestic workers even though they are 

fully aware of “irregularity” in the so-called private homes of the employers. On the 

other hand, state authorities have little reservations to enter the private homes of 

marriage migrants (also of their Taiwanese spouses) for inspection because of their 

suspicion of “irregularity” (i.e. fake marriage). Obviously, “private homes as a sacred 

place immune to state intervention” is only a rhetoric used by the state when it is 

convenient to justify their non-action. In other words, the state takes the “reactive 

intervention” when it comes to the workplace of migrant domestic workers, while it 

takes “proactive intervention” when it comes to the residence of marriage migrants. In 

the following, I would argue that both approaches of state interventions contribute to 

the creation of illegality of migrant women.  
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State-Produced Illegality of Migrant Women 

 

According to the study on the typology and conditions of the undocumented 

migrants (Hsia and Wang 2010), many undocumented migrants enter Taiwan with 

legal status and became so called “illegal” due to ill-designed policies and regulations 

and administrative negligence and malpractices. This finding coincides what with De 

Genova and Puetz (2010) argue: “Illegality” is in fact produced by the very system 

responsible for the management of foreign labor.   

Moreover, a great majority of the undocumented migrants are women. According 

to the statistics provided by NIA, from January 1 of 2007 to April 30 of 20108, there 

were 25,238 foreigners overstaying their visas,9 69.4% of whom were women, 73.2% 

were migrant workers.  Among the overstaying migrant workers, 71.4% were 

women, disproportionately higher than the rate of women among blue-collar migrants. 

This higher rate of female migrant workers becoming overstayed corresponds to the 

higher rate of female migrant workers recruited in the welfare sector (77.2%)10 

reflecting the exploitative working conditions in welfare sector (Hsia and Wang 

2010).   

 The following illustrates how the state policies and regulations produce the 

illegality of migrant women involved in reproductive labor, that is, migrant workers 

providing domestic and care work, and marriage migrants.  

1. Caught between old and new regulations 

Many revisions to laws and regulations governing marriage migrants have been 

made since the state quickly formulate immigration policies since 2003. Some 

marriage migrants became “illegal” due to these changes, while some were deemed 

“illegal” by old regulations and cannot be legalized despite of the new regulations.  

For instance, according to the Act Governing Relations Between Peoples of the 

Taiwan Area and the Mainland Area effective on March 1 in 2004, Mainland Chinese 

marriage migrants who had not acquired citizenship ID would be deported after the 

death of Taiwanese husbands. Revision was made again in 2009 as the results of 

struggles of organizations advocating for im/migrant rights, and thus Mainland 

Chinese marriage migrants are allowed to stay in Taiwan after the death of husbands 

even if they have not acquired citizenship and this new regulation can be applied to 

those whose husbands past away after March 1 in 2004. However, if their husbands 
                                             
8 NIA was established on January 1 2007, and according to NIA, the statistics prior to its established 

was not reliable and thus not included.  
9 Including foreigners and Mainland Chinese.  
10 As of May 31 2010, the total number of blue-collar migrants was 364,789, and 63.5% (231,744) 

were women. Statistics can be accessed at http://www.evta.gov.tw/files/57/2140034.pdf 
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past away before the revision in 2009 and did not exit Taiwan as required by the old 

regulations, they have to exit for more than one year to reenter Taiwan.   

Some widowed Mainland Chinese marriage migrants became “illegal” after the 

revision of the Act in 2004. While they are allowed to stay in Taiwan after the new 

revision in 2009, many of them still cannot be legalized because they find the 

one-year-ban of reentering Taiwan difficult. First of all, many of them have left PRC 

for many years and become alienated from their old social network and living 

environment in China and thus difficult to make a living during this one-year-ban. 

Secondly, some Mainland Chinese marriage migrants’ traveling document issued by 

PRC have been expired and they are required to surrender themselves to NIA in order 

to process new document and will be detained after surrender. Since it is not clear 

how long they will be detained and they are worried that the record of being detained 

will jeopardize them when applying for citizenship, some are reluctant to exit Taiwan 

and reenter with a legal status.  

Another example is the regulations regarding minor offenses. Prior to the 

revisions to the Immigration Act in 200811, minor offenses such as gambling and car 

accidents would lead to deportation of marriage migrants without citizenship. 

However, marriage migrants who committed minor offenses and did not exit Taiwan 

as required by the old regulation become overstayed and consequently undocumented.  

2. Divorced without citizenship 

Prior to the amendment of Immigration Act on November 31, 2007, marriage 

migrants who divorced before they acquire citizenship had to be deported, which 

caused victims of domestic violence endure violence for the fear of being deported. 

The amended Immigration Act permits marriage migrants to continue to reside under 

certain circumstance, including: “if s/he is physically or mentally abused by the 

spouse and protected by protection order issued by the court; and if s/he is suffered 

from family violence and divorced after the judgment of the court, and also has minor 

children.” As of now, divorced marriage migrants without citizenship, even if the 

divorce is at fault of the husband, can only continue to stay in Taiwan if they are 

victims of domestic violence.   

Though the amended Immigration Act provides more protection for the rights of 

residence for marriage migrants suffering from domestic violence, there are still 

obstacles for them and could lead to being undocumented. First of all, they need to 

acquire protection order issued by the court, which might be difficult because of some 

difficulties for marriage migrants to report domestic violence. Another study by the 

author (Hsia and Huang 2010) interviewed marriage migrants and found that they 
                                             
11 For Mainland Chinese marriage migrants, the revision was made on May 18, 2010. (Hsia and Wang 

2010) 
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have difficulties in accessing services due to their unfamiliarity of local languages and 

isolated environment. Though Taiwan government already established the reporting 

system for domestic violence cases, many of marriage migrants do not know that they 

“can” report and “how” to report. Without the reporting, it is impossible for them to 

acquire court-ordered protection. If they run away from the violent homes without the 

protection order and being reported by the husband’s family, they would become 

“illegal.” 

Secondly, the protection court order has expiration date and therefore is not a 

guarantee for their permanent residence. Thirdly, if they are divorced before acquiring 

citizenship, they can only reside in Taiwan if they have minor children. That is, they 

cannot continue to stay if they have no children, and can only stay until their children 

reach eighteen years old (ibid.). In other words, if the marriage migrants who divorce 

their husbands without acquiring Taiwanese citizenship continue to stay in Taiwan 

without minor children, they are deemed “illegal.”  

Fourthly, if they want to apply for citizenship, they have to apply as the “general 

foreigners” whose requirements are stricter, such as the financial proof of five million 

NT (around U.S.$170,000) worth of property.  With the economic difficulties most 

marriage migrants encounter, it is almost impossible for them to meet this 

requirement of the financial proof.  Many marriage migrants do not want to return to 

home countries after divorce, because divorced women are considered shameful at 

home. However, if they continue to stay in Taiwan after the expiration date of their 

residency, they become “illegal”.   

3. Victims of communicable diseases 

Marriage migrants are required to submit health certificates when they apply for 

a visa, ARC, permanent residence and even extension of their residency. If failing the 

required health examinations, they will not be permitted to stay in Taiwan.  

Moreover, according to the HIV Infection Control and Patient Rights Protection 

Act, if the HIV test result is positive, the visa or permits of stay or residence will be 

revoked and deported. Even if the marriage migrants have minor children, they will 

be deported with the HIV infection, unless they can prove and petition in writing that 

they are “infected by their native spouses or infected through the process of receiving 

medical care in the country.” That is, those marriage migrants whose HIV test results 

are positive and cannot successfully petition to stay will become undocumented if 

they do not leave Taiwan. 

4. Marriage Migrants without completing required documents 

Some marriage migrants cannot have legal status in Taiwan because they have 

not completed all required procedures as a foreign spouse of a Taiwanese national for 

the following reasons. Firstly, they married the Taiwanese spouses outside of Taiwan 
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but their documents such as marriage certificates were not validated by the overseas 

offices of Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Secondly, they married Taiwanese 

nationals in Taiwan but can not change their status as foreign spouses. Cases include 

that they entered Taiwan originally as tourists, students and blue-collar workers, and 

do not exit Taiwan to apply for a spouse visa for reentry and thus expired their 

original visas. It is noteworthy that white-collar foreign workers from the “first 

world” countries can change their status to “foreign spouse” without exiting Taiwan, 

which also reflects the classist ideology embedded in Taiwan’s policies.  

The reasons why these marriage migrants could not complete the required 

procedures include: not aware of the requirements, could not afford to return to home 

countries to apply for spouse visas, and afraid of not being granted spouse visa to 

reenter Taiwan. The fear is particularly prevalent among marriage migrants who used 

to work in Taiwan as migrant workers, because they are constantly suspected by the 

authorities as having a “fake marriage.”  Some migrant workers who “ran away” 

from abusive employers and later married Taiwanese nationals are reluctant to exit 

Taiwan and apply for a spouse visa for reentry not only because they may be 

suspected as being involved in a “fake marriage” but also because they will be banned 

from reentering Taiwan for a period of time with their records as “run-aways.” 

5. Migrant workers with spouse visas 

Some blue-collar migrant women enter Taiwan with an arranged marriage with 

Taiwanese men and become “illegal” as their spouse visa expires or get caught by 

authorities. The reasons why they choose to have an arranged marriage are the 

followings. Firstly, they want to avoid the exploitative system encountered by migrant 

workers, which will be illustrated in the following. Secondly, their home country was 

not included in the list of source countries for labor-import by Taiwan government12, 

so the only way they could work in Taiwan is through marriage.  

6. Administrative negligence and malpractices 

Since the laws and regulations governing foreigners are very complicated and 

have changed frequently, most marriage migrants and migrant workers need 

consultation with governmental agencies. However, many governmental officers are 

not familiar with the most updated laws and regulations. Moreover, most of them have 

stereotypes and discriminate against migrant workers and marriage migrants, like the 

state policies and the general public. Consequently, some migrant workers and 

marriage migrants become undocumented because of false information or even 

negligence of these public service providers.  
                                             
12 Cases include countries such as Indonesia and the Philippines which are originally in the list but 

banned by Taiwan government for diplomatic reasons. Though the ban is lifted after a period of time, 

migrant workers have to find other way to enter Taiwan during the period of ban.  
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In my study of the marriage migrants (Hsia and Huang 2010), it shows that when 

marriage migrants manage to find agencies to request for information or services, they 

often experience inadequate services, such as unfriendly attitudes and not giving them 

the most updated and correct information of laws and regulations.  This negligence 

of the staff of government agencies may cause marriage migrants troubles, or even 

lead to severe violations of the rights of marriage migrants. For instance, when Sally 

went to the local government agency to request for information regarding the 

procedures for Identification Certificate application, the staff at the counter glared at 

her and said, “You havn’t been here for three years yet! Come back to request when 

you live for more than three years!”  Sally explained to the staff that she only wanted 

to understand the procedures and requirements, but the staff responded, “I am telling 

you, even if I tell you today, you will forget right away.”   

Not informing marriage migrants of the requirement even when they have not 

stayed in Taiwan for long, as what Sally experienced, can possibly jeopardize 

marriage migrants’ rights to acquire their legal status, as the regulations and 

procedures are very complicated and tedious.  

Similarly, migrant workers who seek help from the state authorities often 

experience negligence. The forum I conducted with Indonesian and Filipina migrant 

domestic workers show that when they experience exploitation and call the hotline 

provided by CLA for help, they are often given comments like “just endure it if you 

want to stay in Taiwan.” Some migrant workers who cannot receive help decide to 

“run away” from the exploitative working conditions and become “illegal” migrants.  

7. “Run-away” migrants 

As previously mentioned, a great majority of the undocumented migrants are 

migrant workers. They are reported as “missing” or “run-aways” by the state 

authorities. Elsewhere (Hsia and Wang 2010), I found that the reasons for running 

away are: to get away from exploitative working conditions and control of the brokers, 

and to continue to earn money to support family.  

Though migrant workers in the productive industries are also subjected to 

exploitation, migrant domestic workers are even more vulnerable because their 

work-place is the private homes of the employers, which is used as the excuse for the 

authorities not to intervene. Even if the migrant domestic workers report to the state 

authorities of abusive working conditions, the authorities will inform of the employers 

to schedule the date and time for inspection, which means the authorities will most 

likely not be able to file any case against the employers. For instance, one migrant 

domestic workers participating in the forum of Filipina migrant domestic workers 

said,  

“One of my friends was forced to sleep in the balcony and she finally could not 
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stand it and report to the labor office. But the labor office called the employer 

first, and the employer just rearranged the house to make it appear that she had a 

room to sleep when the official came for inspection. After the inspection, she 

was back to sleep in the balcony. And she is afraid of reporting again because her 

employer knows she complained to the labor office and she is worried that the 

employer will terminate her.” 

The forums with Filipino and Indonesian migrant domestic workers show that no 

days-off, long working hours and even 24-hour on-calls, are the common problems 

faced by migrant domestic workers and care givers.  Additionally, domestic workers 

are not covered by Labor Standard Law and thus their basic labor rights are not 

protected. Some migrant domestic workers eventually decide to run away from the 

employers.  

Jane’s story is typical for migrant domestic workers who eventually run away 

from employers. She worked for a big family with ten adults and fifteen children. In 

addition to cooking three meals a day, she has to do cleaning, laundry and taking care 

of young children. Jane had to work from six in the morning until three the next 

morning. She had worked for this employer for four months without being able to 

contact anyone and any day off, before she eventually decided to run away.  

“I am not allowed to go out and to make a phone call. There is one time, the 

driver fetched me to another house to clean and I saw a 7-Eleven. I talked to the 

driver to stop for while for me to make a phone call. I told him it’s an emergency. 

Then he said, ‘ok. Make it fast!’ Then I borrowed NT$100 from him to buy a 

phone card because my employer remitted my salary directly to my account in 

the Philippines so I did not have any cash with me…. I did not have cell phone 

because the broker told my employer not to let me use it or I will be influenced 

by others… I lacked sleep badly…. I even burnt myself when ironing clothes at 

midnight after they all slept. Everyday, I felt like I was floating. So this is the 

reason why I ran away. ”  

 While many migrant domestic workers ran away because of very exploitative 

working conditions like Jane experienced, some run away from employers who treat 

them fairly. They run away because they are worried that the employers will not 

continue to hire them, yet they need to work to pay debts and support family.  

 Joy came to work in Taiwan since 2003 to support her young children in the 

Philippines. Though she applied and had a contract as a care worker, she actually 

worked as a domestic worker. Fortunately, her employer treated her fairly. She 

decided to run way from her employer because she sensed her employer would not 

renew her contract.  

“I needed to extend my contract after two years. Since they did not extend me so 
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I planned to run away. Actually, I talked to them if they wanted me to extend the 

contract. They just assured me that they will. However, since I was active in the 

organization at that time, I had an idea how to process the papers. Though they 

kept assuring me that they will extend my contract, how can they process my 

papers for only three to four days? My expiration date was on December 3 and 

they said they will process my papers on November 29. So I already had an idea 

that they will not extend my contract….. I was afraid that they did not process 

my papers and they already had the ticket to send me home, so I decided to run 

away…. I cannot afford to go home because I still have lots of responsibilities in 

my country. My source of living is here and if I lose job here, my support to my 

loved ones will be cut off.” 

 We do not know why Joy’s employer did not extend Joy’s contract. But from 

other stories we can know that the labor-import system actually encourages employers 

to hire a new migrant domestic worker, instead of extending the contract for the old 

one. While the CLA claims to have a policy for “direct-hiring,” that is, to hire a 

migrant worker without a broker, yet the procedure is so tedious that most employers 

rather request services from a broker. Moreover, since re-hired migrants are required 

to exit Taiwan and reenter for the extended terms, many employers prefer (or 

encouraged by brokers) to hire a new migrant, so that there will not be a “window 

period” when they are waiting for the rehired migrants to return to jobs. This 

“window period” is particularly troublesome for employers of care-workers, who jobs 

are to take care of the fragile members of the household.  

 Most migrant workers need to support families in their home countries and many 

of them are in debts before working aboard, so any sign of not being able to continue 

to work will cause them anxious. An Indonesian migrant woman started working for a 

Taiwanese employer in 2002 as care giver of the elderly mother, who past away in 

2004. She ran away after the death of the elderly she took care of, for the fear that she 

would be forced to return to Indonesia.  

 “The grandma I took care of past away. I was afraid that they could not find me a  

new employer, so I ran away to find jobs for myself.” 

 In sum, this study shows that “illegality” of migrant women is produced by the 

very system responsible for the management of migrants, as points out by De Genova 

and Peutz (2010). In his study on the Guest Worker system in Bahrain, Gardner (2010) 

points out that by binding guest workers to individual citizens, the kafala represents a 

keystone in the systematic and structural violence levied against guest workers in the 

Gulf. Moreover, it is not only the state, but also individual citizens obligated by the 

state as sponsors, who can deport migrant workers. Consequently, for most migrant 

workers in Bahrain, the path to “illegality” is a strategic response to the systematic 
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abuse enabled, if not codified, by the kafala, and the production of “illegal” workers 

is largely contingent on the passivity of the state in enforcing existing labor laws. 

Similarly, this study illustrates how marriage migrants and migrant domestic workers 

who enter Taiwan with a legal status are made illegal by the state policies and 

apparatus and citizens (such as migrant worker’s employers and brokers and 

Taiwanese families of marriage migrants) relegated by the state the power to deport 

migrants.   

 

State-Produced Market for Undocumented Migrant Women 

For the migrant women to find jobs after running away from employers, a market 

must be available. This market, ironically, has been created by the weak state 

intervention on the needs for reproduction, including the needs for long-term care and 

care for young children.  

There are three types of migrant care workers: domestic care workers, nursing 

workers (at nursing home) and domestic helpers. In 1992, the government first granted 

work permits to domestic care workers employed to take care of the severely ill or 

disabled, which has become the largest category of migrant care worker (see Table 2). 

Later, the government issued a limited number of permits for the employment of 

domestic helpers in households with children under the age of 12 or elderly members 

over the age of 70. However, since the government has stopped issuing almost all 

permits for domestic helpers, whereas setting no quotas on recruiting migrant nursing 

attendants, many households thus employ false information to be eligible for applying 

for migrant care worker and then assigning them to do household chores or child-care 

work. That is why many migrant domestic workers, like Joy, who apply and obtain 

contracts as care workers are surprised to find out their work is actually domestic 

work. The third type of migrant care worker is nursing attendants in the institutional 

care setting, such as a nursing home. Unlike those who work in private homes, migrant 

workers in institutions are covered by the Labour Standard Law, and therefore have 

better working conditions. However, the number of migrant care workers in institution 

is very small compared to the home-based migrant care workers (see Table 2).  

 

 

Table 2: Number of migrant workers, by Category of Occupation in Contracts.    

    
Total migrant 

workers 

Welfare 

workers  

Nursing attendants  

(at nursing home)  

Nursing attendants 

 (at home) 
Home helpers 

1991 2,999 － － － －

1992 15,924 669 － 306 363 
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1993 97,565 7,525 － 1,320 6,205 

1994 151,989 13,458 － 4,257 9,201 

1995 189,051 17,407 － 8,902 8,505 

1996 236,555 30,255 － 16,308 13,947 

1997 248,396 39,112 － 26,233 12,879 

1998 270,620 53,368 － 41,844 11,524 

1999 294,967 74,793 － 67,063 7,730 

2000 326,515 106,331 － 98,508 7,823 

2001 304,605 112,934 2,653 101,127 9,154 

2002 303,684 120,711 3,377 110,378 6,956 

2003 300,150 120,598 4,126 111,598 4,874 

2004 314,034 131,067 5,066 123,157 2,844 

2005 327,396 144,015 6,093 135,659 2,263 

2006 338,755 153,785 7,153 144,238 2,394 

2007 357,937 162,228 7,635 152,067 2,526 

2008 365,060 168,427 8,482 157,416 2,529 

2009 351,016 174,943 8,829 163,818 2,296

Note: From Wang (2010).  

 

In order to apply for a migrant worker to provide care at home, the elderly or 

disabled persons must go to a public hospital to be assessed by the medical team 

according to the Barthel Index. Those who score under 30 are considered to be in 

need of intensive care and eligible to apply for a migrant domestic care worker. Then 

the family has to register with the Long-Term Care Management Centre to see if 

home care services can meet the family’s care needs. The purpose of this is to ensure 

employment opportunities for local workers. However, the match rate was less than 

0.3% in the first six months of 2006 (Wang 2010), which means that the registration is 

only a formality. Many employers actually pay brokers some fee to acquire the 

certificate of passing the Barthel Index to be eligible for applying for a migrant care 

worker, for the purpose of hiring a migrant domestic worker (Chen 2012).  

For those who need to hire domestic helpers but are not eligible for applying for 

a migrant care worker and do not manage to purchase the required medical 

certificates, they are opted to hire the migrants who run away from their original 

employers. Given the lack of comprehensive welfare system, to be discussed in the 

following, many households need to hire migrant domestic workers, which creates the 
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market for the “run-away” migrant women.  

 

Sincere Fiction of the Sacred Family Shattered by Reproduction Crisis 

 

As previously mentioned, due to the welfare crisis, many Taiwanese families opt 

to hire migrant domestic workers as substitutes for the need of caring for frail family 

members.  For the working class and peasants who cannot even afford to hire a 

migrant domestic worker for care labor and find it difficult to find wives, many of 

them go to the Southeast Asia and PRC in search of brides.  In short, the intensifying 

reproduction crisis leads to what I would term as “restructuring of reproduction 

labor,” where women from the less developed countries (such as Southeast Asian 

countries) migrates and produces reproductive labor for the citizens of the more 

developed countries (such as Taiwan).   

As the number of migrant women involving in the reproductive labor increases, 

the ideal of the “sacred family” has been shattered.  As Constable (2009: 54) points 

out, “the conflation of intimate social relations with monetary value is criticized by 

those who imagine a more altruistic or authentic precapitalist past or who view the 

domestic sphere as a proper shelter from the harsh and impersonal world of market 

capitalism”.  Elsewhere, I have argued how this view of family as the sacred 

sanctuary from the harsh, selfish and impersonal world, lead to the hostility towards 

the emerging “foreign bride” phenomenon in the 1990s (Hsia 1997). By interviewing 

the governmental officials and analyzing the media coverage, I pointed out that the 

major concern of the governmental agency and the public rhetoric regarding the 

“foreign brides” issues is that their marriages are pathological, ones merely based on 

“trade” rather than “love”. While the men and women involved in the “foreign brides” 

phenomena explicitly point out the exchange elements in their marriages, the 

“enlightened” Taiwanese romanticize them. For the latter, marriage is the ultimate 

commitment to purely spiritual love. Borrowing Bourdieu’s concept of sincere fiction, 

I argued that the insistence on non-exchange-based marriage is the “sincere fiction” 

shared among the bourgeois class (Hsia 1997). 

Bourdieu (1997) conceptualized “sincere fiction” by extending Marcel Mauss’s 

(1954) argument that the whole idea of a “free gift” is based on a misunderstanding. 

What gifts entail are the obligatory returns of gifts, which is the fundamental basis of 

social solidarity. According to Bourdieu, a sincere fiction is a collective 

misrecognition, which disguises the social processes and obscures power relations 

behind any cultural beliefs and norms. Marriage believed to be the result of pure 

mutual love is a fiction that romanticizes one’s attraction as natural and spiritual 

instead of socially situated. This fiction is sincere because most people are unaware of 
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alternative ways of understanding marriage and therefore any marriage contradicting 

the belief must be wrong and immoral. The marital fiction obscures the social base of 

one’s taste and attraction.  As Bourdieu (1984) argues, “taste” is the product of 

upbringing and education, rather than a gift of nature. Taste for a marital partner is 

rooted in the aesthetics one gradually acquires through their upbringing and education. 

That is, what constitute a “marriageable” person are the social values that define what 

characteristics are favorable or vile. However, the taste for marital partners has been 

depoliticized, that is, being constructed as a natural affection rather than associated 

with economic and social conditions. The depoliticization of taste is indeed political 

in itself. It obscures the power relations and consequently neutralize resistance. As 

Bourdieu (1993) argues in “Concerning the Family as Realized Category,”  

...[B]ut the naturalization of social arbitrary has the effect of ignoring the fact 

that, in order for this reality called family to be possible, it is necessary that 

social conditions that have nothing of the universal and, in any case, are not 

uniformly distributed, be brought together. In brief, the family in its legitimate 

definition is a privilege that is instituted as universal norm. The de facto privilege 

implies a symbolic privilege: that of being proper, of falling within the norm, in 

order to have a symbolic profit of normalcy. Those who have the privilege of 

having a true family can demand it all without having to ask about conditions 

(for example, a certain income, an apartment, etc.) of the universalization of the 

access to what they demand universally. 

 However, as capitalist globalization intensifies, the prevalence of migrant women 

performing reproduction labor in the household shatters the “sincere fiction” of the 

“sacred” family, and consequently causes anxiety, or “moral panic” as termed by 

Cohen (1974). First of all, studies have shown that the female employers of migrant 

domestic workers experience more anxiety than their husbands (Cheng 2004; Lan 

2003; Wang and Lin 2012). The Chinese ideology of family positions women 

responsible for the care work in the households, and managing/monitoring other 

women who substitute them for such responsibilities. In the old time, it is the 

daughter-in-law under the supervision of mother. This old war between 

daughter-in-law and mother-in-law under the ideology of family is reproduced in its 

modern version as the relation female employer and her migrant domestic worker 

(Wang and Lin 2010). The anxiety of the female employer, or lao-ban-nian in 

Mandarin (wife of the boss), derives from the need of redefining “womanhood,” 

“motherhood” and “domesticity,” as the presence of migrant domestic worker (i.e. 

another woman in the household) is perceived as a threat to the female employer to 

her identity as a married woman (Cheng 2004). To ease her anxiety, the female 

employer redefines her identity as married woman, whose responsibility is to manage 
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and supervise the care work provided migrant domestic worker and tends to appear as 

more harsh on the migrant domestic worker than her husband (Lan 2003; Wang and 

Lin 2012).  

Moreover, the state policies sanction and reinforce the employers control over 

migrant domestic workers. To externalize management costs, Taiwan government 

places migrant workers in the custody of employers. The state relegates employers the 

responsibilities of monitoring the whereabouts of migrant workers and consequently 

exacerbates distrust and strict surveillance on migrants. Such policy place migrant 

domestic workers in a particularly vulnerable position, since they are required to 

reside at the houses of the employers, and thus under stricter surveillance (Lin 2000; 

Lan 2003; Cheng 2003). 2000；Lan 2003;Cheng 2003)。  

Secondly, as illustrated previously, the prevalence of marriage migrants and their 

children are seen as a threat to cause the “deterioration of the population quality.” 

Moreover, though they are also socially stigmatized, many families of the marriage 

migrants fear that their wives and daughters-in-laws would “run away” as the media 

portrayed (Hsia 1997, 2004), and thus feel the need to monitor their whereabouts or 

even not allow them to go out (Hsia and Huang 2010). Compared to other 

daughters-in-law who are Taiwanese, marriage migrants often complain that their 

mother-in-law prefer the Taiwanese daughter-in-law and do not trust them. They are 

even suspected stealing money or valuables from homes (Cheng 2011).  Since the 

state policies precondition marriage migrants’ citizenship on their status of the 

Taiwanese husbands, the family’s control and surveillance over marriage migrants are 

indeed sanctioned and encouraged by the state.  

 

State-Produced Illegality Reduces Costs of Production and Reproduction 

 

Ironically, the influx of migrant women is the results of the needs of reproduction 

labor, which the welfare state fails to fulfill. On the one hand, the influx of migrant 

domestic worker is actually direct results of Taiwan government’s proactive approach 

of labor-import policy. On the other hand, Taiwanese men of farming and working 

class backgrounds are forced to find “foreign brides” because they find it difficult to 

persuade local women to get married and bear children. However, the state does not 

only deny its need or even dependency on migrant domestic workers and marriage 

migrants, it also maintains the illegality of these migrant women that itself 

manufactures.  

The previous section shows how the “reactive state intervention” on migrant 

domestic workers issues and “proactive state intervention” on marriage migrants’ 

issues both contribute to the creation of illegality of migrant women in Taiwan. 
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However, despite of continuous protests by organizations advocating for im/migrant 

rights, the state still refuses to come up with systematic way of legalizing the 

undocumented i/migrants who are obviously victims of ill-designed state policies and 

administrative mal-practices. The state authorities fear that any systematic way of 

legalizing the undocumented im/migrants will become a loophole where the 

“undesirable” migrants (i.e. the blue-collar migrants) can manipulate to acquire 

residency and citizenship and consequently become social burdens because they are 

assumed to be abusing social welfare and benefits. At the same time, the state 

authorities employ the rhetoric of how these undocumented im/migrants create social 

problems, such as crimes and thus cost public charges, serves as further justification 

for strengthening regulations and control over marriage migrants and migrant 

workers.  

While all blue-collar migrants are considered “undesirable,” migrant women are 

particularly seen as “threats,” because as mentioned previously, they could be married 

with Taiwanese citizens and reproduce Taiwanese citizens. Migrant domestic workers 

are also considered as threats not only because they could possibly transfer their status 

to become marriage migrants, but also because their presence in the supposedly 

private homes. By constructing migrant women as “threats,” the state authorities 

successfully argue that it is the duty of government to protect the institution of 

citizenship from abuses by such foreign-national mothers.  

By maintaining the illegal status of migrant women, the state benefits from 

lowering the costs of production and reproduction. On the one hand, as the result of 

“illegal” status, the only paid work available to them, even if they have skills and 

credentials, are temporary 3-D jobs, meaning that they are not qualified for any 

benefits and insurance. Moreover, employers tend to pay them less because of their 

illegal status.  

On the other hand, the illegal status makes migrants not entitled to any benefits 

from national health insurance and labor insurance. Though they have paid dues for 

national health insurance, labor insurance and income taxes, their insurances are 

immediately invalidated once they become “illegal” and therefore cannot be covered 

by health insurance and cannot claim benefits for occupational injury and funeral 

benefits from labor insurance. Consequently, if they are ill or sick, which are quite 

common for people working in 3-D jobs, expenses for medical bills will be exorbitant 

for them to afford (Hsia and Wang 2010).  

 

Summary and Discussion 

While most research treat marriage migrants and migrant domestic workers as 

separate categories, this paper conceptualizes the interconnectedness of these two 
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categories as the result of the “restructuring of reproduction” at the present stage of 

capitalism. This paper aims at analyzing the formation and conditions of both migrant 

domestic workers and marriage migrants in Taiwan in the framework of reproductive 

crisis under capitalist globalization, as illustrated in Figure 1.  

In the capitalist modes of production, to reduce the costs of labor, and thus to 

expand capital accumulation, not only does the wage have to be depressed, but also 

the cost of reproduction must be forced upon workers themselves, especially women.  

As Karl Marx pointed out,  

The maintenance and reproduction of the working-class is, and must ever be, a 

necessary condition to the reproduction of capital. But the capitalist may safely 

leave its fulfillment to the laborer's instincts of self-preservation and of 

propagation. All the capitalist cares for, is to reduce the laborer’s individual 

consumption as far as possible to what is strictly necessary... 

The maintenance and renewal of labor, such as cooking, providing 

accommodation, cleaning, childbearing, childrearing, etc., all the labor necessary to 

maintain and reproduce the labor force, are constructed as duties and responsibilities 

that workers themselves have to take care of, rather than the costs inherent in the 

reproduction of capital. By imposing the costs of reproduction of labor on the workers 

themselves, particularly on the women in patriarchal societies, the capitalists 

successfully expedite the capital accumulation. As many Marxist-Feminists have 

argued, household (domestic) labor by housewives which forms, maintains and 

restores the capacity to work is a large “free gift” to the capitalist economy. 

In earlier stages of capitalism, women take care of the reproduction within their 

families for free. As the costs of living increase, an increasing number of women need 

to work outside their families to supplement family income and some middle and 

upper class women hire domestic workers to replace their unpaid labor as “home 

makers” in the family. As capitalist globalization intensifies, the welfare state is in 

crisis and many services, such as community child-care centers, are relinquished.   

States like Taiwan with a family tradition defining caring for elderly and young 

children as a family responsibility tend to play a minimal role in the provision of 

welfare. As the result of ever increasing costs of living and lack of comprehensive 

social welfare system, women in those core and semi-peripheral countries need to find 

cheaper surrogates to take care of household needs.  Therefore, policies of importing 

migrant domestic workers are implemented in many core and semi-peripheral 

countries to resolve the crisis of reproduction, which leads to the “restructuring of 

reproduction,” where women from the peripheral countries migrate to the core and 

semi-peripheral countries to take care of the household needs in the families of core 

and semi-peripheral countries. This pattern of “restructuring of reproduction” is in the 
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reverse direction of restructuring of production. That is, while the core and 

semi-peripheral states export productive capital to the peripheral states to exploit 

cheaper labor, the reproductive labor is imported to the core and semi-peripheral 

states to resolve their reproduction crisis.  

However, these policies of importing migrant domestic workers serve only as 

“Band-Aid” solution.  Fertility rates in the core and semi-peripheral countries 

continue to drop, not simply because middle and upper-class women are more 

educated so they prefer to stay single. Rather, the more fundamental reason behind 

this is that the costs of childrearing are dramatically increasing, as the result of social 

welfare crisis and privatization of education.  

According to the World Factbook published by Central Intelligence Agency, out 

of the 223 states and territories listed, as of 2010, the lowest total fertility rates are 

found in Macau (0.91), Hong Kong (1.02), Singapore (1.09), Taiwan (1.14). South 

Korea (1.21) and Japan (1.21)(CIA 2010). Rates below two children indicate 

populations decreasing in size and growing older. Interestingly, all of these countries 

and territories experience the influx of marriage migrants in recent years (Hsia 2010).  

As the fertility rates continue to fall rapidly, many governments have tried to 

encourage their women citizens to bear more children by offering some subsidies and 

promoting the so-called “family values.”  In Taiwan, the state is strengthening the 

Confucian ideology of family so that it needs to play a very minimal role of providing 

welfare. However, these minimal subsidies are way behind the actual costs and most 

women do not consider them as incentives for giving more births. For example, in 

Taiwan, it is estimated that to raise a child until the graduation from college, the 

minimum cost is 10 million NT (around 350,000 U.S.D), while the minimum wage is 

only 15,840NT until the end of 2007.  

While the middle class families can resort to hiring migrant domestic workers for 

care work, the working class and peasants cannot afford to hire one for their frail 

family members.  Additionally, to continue the lineage still remains a strong belief in 

Taiwan and other East Asian cultures (such as in Taiwan, Hong Kong, South Korea 

and Japan), especially for working class and farming families. However, women in 

these countries know very well the hardship of maintaining a family, especially in 

working class and farming families. Consequently, working-class and peasant men in 

the core and semi-peripheral states follow the capital flight to the neighboring 

peripheral states in search of brides.   

These marriage migrants from the peripheral states thus contribute to the capital 

accumulation in the core and semi-peripheral states in three folds: maintenance of 

labor (e.g. cooking, cleaning, caring for the elderly and the ill family members), 

renewal of labor (giving-birth and childrearing), and become cheaper labor 
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themselves. However, it is important to emphasize that those farmers and the working 

class men who marry the marriage migrants should be understood as the victims of 

distorted development under capitalism, rather than be blamed as the evil-doers 

exploiting their foreign wives. This emergent global phenomenon of marriage 

migration is not caused by individual working class and peasant men who find wives 

from poorer countries.  Marriage migration indeed manifests the crisis of 

reproduction, under the capitalist globalization.  

When facing marriage migrants and migrant domestic workers, states may take 

different approaches in Taiwan. While Taiwan government takes a “proactive” 

approach to start importing migrants in 1989 and formalized its regulations in 1992, it 

took a very “reactive” approach to marriage migrants. Taiwan government did not 

have immigration policy until 2003. Immigration policies and programs were hastily 

initiated as reaction to the statistical prevalence of marriage migrants and their 

children, which creates a national anxiety fearing the “deterioration of population 

quality.”   

 Moreover, the prevalence of migrant women performing reproduction labor in 

the household shatters the “sincere fiction” of “sacred” family, and consequently 

causes anxiety. The exclusionary and patriarchal tradition of incorporation in Taiwan 

creates a condition where the easiest way for foreigners to acquire Taiwanese 

citizenship is for women from the peripheral countries to marry Taiwanese men. 

These marriage migrants’ “lower-class” status, not only domestically but also globally, 

in turn creates national anxiety of losing Taiwan’s capability to compete in the global 

economy, as capitalist globalization intensifies. Moreover, since the only way for 

migrant workers to acquire Taiwanese residency and citizenship is to marry 

Taiwanese nationals, which is seen as the loophole subjected for migrant workers’ 

manipulation, state regulations are established so that migrant workers cannot directly 

transfer status to marriage migrants.  

This national anxiety leads to two contrasting approaches of state intervention, 

both of which contribute to the creation of illegality of migrant women. On the one 

hand, state authorities are very reluctant to inspect the workplace of migrant domestic 

workers thought they are fully aware of the “irregularity” in the private homes of the 

employers. On the other hand, state authorities have little reservations to enter the 

private homes of marriage migrants for inspection because of suspicion of 

“irregularity.”  

 Though being aware that many migrant women become “illegal” as the result of 

ill-designed state policies and administrative mal-practices, the state still refuses to 

come up systematic way of legalizing these undocumented migrants. At the same time, 

the sate authorities employ the rhetoric of how these illegal migrant create social 
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problems to justify its policies and program. By maintaining the illegal status of 

migrant women, the state benefits from lowering the costs of production and 

reproduction, which is hoped to keep them survive in the intensifying capitalist 

globalization.  
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Figure 1: Analytical Framework of Migrant Reproductive Labor under Capitalist 

Globalization 
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