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Abstract

In recent years, there has been a surge in the publication of poetry collections written by Filipina
domestic workers across various locations, including Singapore, Malaysia, and Hong Kong.
Notably, these poets have elected to publish their work through small independent presses, such
as Poetry Planet Book Publishing House in the Philippines, rather than the more prevalent trend
of migrant worker writings appearing in literary competitions and anthologies. The emergence
of these poetry collections represents a unique and timely literary and cultural landscape that
merits academic attention. This paper begins by contextualizing them as part of contemporary
working-class literature and introducing the broader cultural formations that have catalyzed
the rise of single-authored poetry publications by Filipina domestic workers. Specifically, the
article delves into the published works of four Filipino worker poets: Rolinda Onates Espaiola,
Ailenemae Ramos, Joan Santillan Amurao, and Janelyn Dupingay. By analyzing their poems
across two key sections, the work argues that their writing serves as a transformative force in
two crucial ways: 1) as a means of (re)claiming agency, dignity, and a form of “remaindered
life-times” for the poets themselves; and 2) as a collaborative endeavor to foster solidarity and
empowerment within migrant worker communities, challenging prevailing class and gender
hierarchies in both social and literary spheres. Through these poetic interventions, these
writers transcend the conventional narratives typically ascribed to domestic workers, and
instead, construct a distinctive literary articulation of their artistic expressions, and collective
alliances. By placing these female migrant workers’ writings within the tradition of working-
class literature, this paper expands the parameters of that canon to include the perspectives of
those workers in the Global South who have historically been excluded from its purview.

Keywords
Filipina Domestic Workers, Female Poet, Migrant Workers, Poetry, Working-class Literature

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 1770-196 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>




Zhang / Filipina Domestic Workers as Contemporary Working-Class Poets

About the Author

Luka Lei Zhang, PhD, is the editor of Asian Workers’ Stories (Hardball Press, 2024).

Currently a post-doctoral fellow at the University of Macau-English Department, she took
her PhD in English at Nanyang Technological University in Singapore. She has contributed
to The Routledge Companion to Working-Class Literature (Routledge, 2024), Working-Class
Literature(s): Historical and International Perspectives (Stockholm University Press, 2020), as
well as Concentric: Literary and Cultural Studies, and The Journal of Working-Class Studies. She
specializes in socialist literature, migrant workers’ cultural production, working-class history
and literature, and Marxism and literature. She is a translator of working-class literature.

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 171-196 © Ateneo de Manila University
<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>




Zhang / Filipina Domestic Workers as Contemporary Working-Class Poets 172

READING FILIPINA DOMESTIC WORKER POETS AS WORKING-CLASS WRITERS?

In the context of Asian labor migration, migrant workers from less developed
countries, such as the Philippines, Indonesia, and Bangladesh, face high levels
of exploitation in their workplaces, particularly in locations like Hong Kong,
Singapore, Taiwan, and Dubai. In recent decades, some workers have turned to
literary practices to produce, imagine, and respond to various aspects of their
migratory experiences, including their personal struggles, family life, religious
practices, gender, and (re)productive labor relations.

Among Asian migrant worker writers, Filipina domestic worker writers are highly
active and prolific. These writers are actively involved in writing and publishing
their works, not only in their current locations (such as Taiwan, Singapore, and
Hong Kong) but also by connecting with larger writing communities through
local and regional organizations and social media platforms like Facebook and
WhatsApp. For years, Filipina domestic workers have produced a wide body of
writings that have appeared in anthologies, literary competitions, and social media
platforms. This paper positions the recent single-authored poetry collections of
these Filipina migrant workers as important contemporary working-class writings
for three interlocking reasons.

First, despite that migrant workers are no longer the traditional industrial
working class, as Barbara Foley argues, “although membership in the working class
may give rise to various modes of identity . . . the working class is defined as a class
through the process of exploitation—that is, the unequal exchange of wages for
labor-power that results in the production of surplus value” (Foley 28), migrant
workers are part of the history of the working class that continues to be subjected
to exploitation in the unequal labor market today. In the case of the Philippines,
as Neferti X. M. Tadiar sharply pointed out, “In effecting the restructuring of
the Philippines into an economic formation of export-processing zones, the
conditionality attached to loans and other forms of financing extended to the
Philippines by international multilateral agencies throughout the 1970s and 1980s
directly applied to the individual bodies of female labor who worked in these zones
as well as in other sectors converted to export-oriented production and services”
(Things 29). By 2022, there are around 1.96 million Overseas Filipino Workers and
over 57 percent are women.' In their host countries, domestic workers often face
numerous policies resulting in abysmal working and living conditions. They are
seen merely as disposable cheap labor, being accepted primarily as guest workers
and prevented from fully assimilating into society across various domains. As
Carlos Piocos explains in Hong Kong and Singapore, for example, “These restrictive
mechanisms of receiving and accommodating migrant helpers in both of these
host cities’ private and public spaces not only illustrate the conditionality of the
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hospitality that receiving states extend to their foreign workers but also show how
such conditions have negative consequences on FDWs’ everyday lives in the host
countries” (22). As such, the systematic, institutionalized abuses stemming from
transnational labor migration introduce additional layers of exploitation within the
process.

It is the systematic exploitative relationship that largely determines the position
of migrant workers within the global labor market. In Migration Revolution,
Filomeno Aguilar Jr. argues that “the processes of class structuring have become
transnationalized, making patent that global dynamics and contradictions penetrate
the local even as the local forms a part of and contributes to the global. The extreme
unevenness that characterizes the world is made visible in local class hierarchies
that are incomprehensible apart from the global” (55). Even some Filipino domestic
workers “are typically better educated and of some economic standing so as to
afford the passage overseas” (Aguilar 70), and they “take to attain upward mobility
in the class structure, an aspiration they believe is realizable only through overseas
labor migration” (70). However, in their laboring position in the transnational
market, they have to face not only that “the destination state thus occupies vis-a-
vis the migrant worker the dual position of political overlord and state capitalist
exploiter” (72), but also the joint weak labor laws, insufficient inspections, and
corrupt practice that generate abuses and exploitation for migrant workers. Given
this, the act of highlighting the existence of systematic exploitation and structural
inequalities is not meant to depict all migrant workers as helpless victims; rather, it
aims to emphasize the significance of migrant workers’ class position concerning
the corresponding class relations that underpin their experiences and struggles.

Without denying the significance of race and gender perspectives, as exemplified
in the work of scholars like Neferti X. M. Tadiar, this paper takes the class aspects
of migrant workers’ literature as its starting point. This approach attempts to
highlight that class should not be treated merely as an identity or cultural category,
but rather as an economic role and position within the capitalist society. Through
the analysis of Filipina domestic workers’ poetry, we also see the interlocking
nature of race, gender, and class in their writings and struggles. The class conflict
experienced by these workers is inherently racialized and gendered; in other words,
their economic marginalization is inseparable from the intersecting systems of
oppression they navigate as racialized and gendered subjects. By centering the class
aspect and literary production of migrant workers, this analysis seeks to address
the critical gap where the voices and creative expressions of the working class are
often marginalized within the middle-class-dominated world of literature.

Second, the poetry collections of these migrant workers add to the rich tradition

of working-class literature in the Philippines. This tradition should be further
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historicized and discussed in a separate project, which could include a historical
analysis of seminal works such as the first Asian proletarian novel, Banaag at Sikat
[Radiance and Sunrise] (1906) by Lope K. Santos, America is in the Heart (1946)
by Carlos Bulosan, and Amado V. Hernandez’s novels Luha ng Buwaya [Crocodile’s
Tears] (1983) and Mga Ibong Mandaragit [The Preying Birds] (1969) that capture
the experiences and struggles of the Filipino working class. Situating the writings
of migrant workers within the broader context of Filipino working-class literature,
we note the transformation of the working-class literature that transcends
geographical boundaries and labor sectors.

Significantly, Filipino workers are no longer solely represented by middle-class
or professional writers. Instead, they now produce their own self-authored writings,
for example, there are collaborations with an independent publishing house based
in the Philippines to elevate their self-representations.

Yet, this is not to insist that working-class literature can only be produced by
the working class themselves, given the complex and fluid nature of class relations:
some migrant workers may also experience social and economic mobility over time.
There is also a need to move beyond a reductive understanding of the working
class solely as a conventional revolutionary force destined to overthrow existing
social and political structures. While working-class uprisings have certainly played
a pivotal role in history, this conceptualization can overlook the rich diversity of
working-class experiences, identities, and modes of agency.

Reading the poetry of Filipina domestic workers within the broader history
of working-class literature in the Philippines is to recognize the transformative
significance of these writings. Theyamplifyand transform the voicesand experiences
of the laboring classes, which have often been marginalized or misrepresented. As
Tadiar noted, “The restructuring of global production also depends, after all, on the
restructuring of labor. And inasmuch as they engage in their own transformation
as well as in their own production, Filipinas are not only products but also
producers” (Things 30). In particular, this shift acknowledges current Filipina
domestic workers as active producers of their own literary culture. By organizing
and preserving their lived experiences and aspirations through their own literary
works, these writers assert their agency and subjectivity in powerful ways. This
marks a departure from narratives that have traditionally been crafted by external,
often elite, observers. Centering the literary creations of Filipina domestic workers
thus becomes an important act of self-representation and cultural empowerment
within the working-class literary tradition.

Lastly, the struggles of migrant domestic workers now take on more intersectional

and hybrid dimensions, as do their writings. Their writings arguably embody a
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renewal of working-class literature, characterized by greater inclusion of varied
racialized and gendered identities and a broader range of laboring experiences.
Importantly, their writings open up the space for proposing new forms of working-
class literature that move beyond the traditional depictions of industrial workers
who can organize and be unionized. These narratives highlight the resilience and
efforts of workers who engage in different ways of coping with and challenging
systemic exploitation, even in the absence of formal union structures. As Caroline
S. Hau noted, “in fact, their political struggle often begins with agitation for a very
basic right: at least one day off from work” (156). This broadens our understanding
of working-class struggles and the evolving nature of labor organizing in the
global economy. In doing so, it provides an alternative to perpetuating the limiting
“migrant” identity of these workers and helps integrate their cultural productions
with the broader working-class community rather than separating them.

In Asian countries (including the Philippines), studies on working-class literature
asaliterary genre have been relativelylimited in scope. Workers’literature, including
migrant workers’” writing, has been marginalized in institutions, publications, and
academic research. The recent surge in literary productions authored by migrant
workers, such as Chinese migrant workers and Indonesian migrant workers, has led
to a substantial collection of literary works. This phenomenon indicates a dynamic
and thriving progress that requires more scholarly discussion.

Throughout the history of working people, however, writing has always played
a role. In Working-class Women Poets in Victoria Britain: An Anthology, Florence
S. Boos recovered poems written by women who worked as farm servants,
housemaids, and factory workers, arguing that “My purpose in seeking out these
women’s writings has not therefore been to impose overdetermined notions of
“working-class” on their work, but simply to examine little-regarded poetry by
Victorian women whose more affluent contemporaries would probably have said
lived ‘in humble circumstances” (30). Similarly, in Calling Home: Working-Class
Women’s Writings, Janet Zandy anthologized writings by contemporary American
working-class women and insists that:

For working-class women, writing or telling one’s story, breaking the silence, the privacy
of home and kin, is an individual act of courage and a means of collectively resisting class
oppression... It is about struggle and possibility and the diversity and contradictions
of working-class life. Mostly, it is an occasion for working-class women to represent
themselves. (6—7)

Here, Boos and Zandy bring attention to texts by working-class women who were
often overlooked in the past. Furthermore, they show that working-class literature
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is not necessarily limited to a particular style or ideology but reflects various
contexts and periods.

Similar perspectives have illuminated the significance of working-class women’s
writings in the Global South. In Jafar Suryomenggolo’s latest publication, Fearless
Speech in Indonesian Women’s Writing: Working-Class Feminism from the Global
South, he writes:

Not all working-class women have the courage to break the politics of malu* And go
beyond the cultural and social conventions that surround them. Not many can afford to
spend their time or have the capacities to write—an activity that is considered a luxury—
because they must prioritize their physical survival first. Not all working-class women
are ready to have their writings read in the public sphere. Therefore, these authors,
although writing as individuals, also write for their fellow working-class sisters, and in
so doing convey an experience shared among a wide range of working women. (15-16)

As Suryomenggolo claims, “Women workers in the Global South, however, toil
further upstream in the global production system and, undeniably, are at the bottom
of the world’s economic ladder and as such, face extra barriers in representing
themselves” (207). To some extent, Filipina domestic workers share multiple
parallels with their Indonesian working-class sisters, ranging from their social and
economic realities, working conditions, and gendered roles. Moreover, departing
from the conventional working-class poetry that mainly focuses on the economic
aspects of production (such as factories and strikes), the poetry of Filipina domestic
workers broadens the scope by including various spaces in which they engage in
the (re)production of their lives.

THE GROWING WRITING CULTURE AMONG FILIPINA DOMESTIC WORKERS
WRITERS

Despite the challenging conditions, Filipina domestic workers demonstrate
resilience in navigating these problems and actively strive for dignity and justice.
With little access to social and cultural resources, a significant number of individuals
resort to engaging in writing activities. In other words, they write, “to overcome
feelings of isolation and powerlessness at work and to take control of their own
lives, they develop unique expressions, including aesthetic ones” (Suryomenggolo
4). In recent decades, Filipina migrant workers have written and published in
various locations among the more prominent migrant worker writing communities,
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including Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Malaysia, and the United Arab Emirates.
In Singapore, for instance, migrant workers from different countries have formed
vibrant writing communities, as I have argued in “Migrant Worker Writings in
Asia Today: A Brief Introduction,” “Due to the socioeconomically, politically, and
culturally disadvantaged positions of working-class writers, their literary works are
often subjected to intricate social forces and power dynamics” (Zhang); therefore,
their writings are produced in various “modes of production,” namely, through
poetry competitions organized for the migrant worker writers, self-organized
writing communities and self-published literature on online and offline platforms,
and worker writings published in cooperation with individual intellectuals. These
“modes of production” also apply to Filipina migrant worker authors and their
literary productions. Nevertheless, the poets examined in this paper demonstrate a
shift towards assuming more control and authority in their writing and publishing
undertakings.

As OFWs, Rolinda Onates Espaiiola, Ailenemae Ramos, Joan Santillan
Amurao, and Janelyn Dupingay share similar migratory backgrounds and laboring
experiences. They left their homes in 2010, 2012, and 2015 and became domestic
helpers: Espafiola and Dupingay are employed in Singapore, Ramos works in Hong
Kong, and Amurao is based in Malaysia. The challenges brought about by working
abroad as domestic helpers are not solely derived from their foreign environments
and demanding labor conditions but also from the separation from their family and
children. They found that writing can serve as an outlet for managing emotional
challenges and articulating one’s thoughts. With the extensive involvement of local
and regional non-government organizations and the creation of migrant worker
poetry competitions in Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, migrant workers
formed writing communities through online platforms and offline communities.
Before their respective poetry collections were published, these four poets had
participated in the literary scene built around migrant workers’ writing.

Many initially became acquainted with literary practices through NGOs that
promoted workers’ fundamental rights and offered specific support to migrant
workers. Janelyn Dupingay’s story serves as an illustrative example in this context.
She recalls, “I was introduced into a non-profit organization that educates domestic
workers on money management and personal growth . .. While I am involved
with Uplifters,® I came to know about Migrant Writers of Singapore, a platform
where Literature enthusiasts meet. I found myself getting inclined to express my
thoughts almost every day through Poetry” (Dupingay, “Passion”). Apart from
Uplifters, HOME, which stands for Humanitarian Organization for Migration
Economics, supports migrant workers in Singapore and advocates for their rights.
HOME organized various activities for the migrant workers in Singapore, including
publishing a story collection, Our Homes, Our Stories: Voices of Migrant Domestic
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Workers in Singapore, in 2018. This collection featured stories written by domestic
workers from Indonesia, the Philippines, Myanmar, and India.

While NGOs’ efforts exposed issues such as workplace exploitation and abuse to
the public’s attention and produced workers’ writings, Suryomenggolo argues that
“despite either good intentions or strategic decisions to protect workers and amplify
their voice, these three public institutions (the media, NGOs, and government
agencies) are producing (and reproducing) the public image of overseas domestic
workers as poor and weak subjects who are destined to suffer at work—and unable
to defend themselves” (155). This “mode of production” often restricts how migrant
workers can represent themselves and can weaken certain aspects of their control
over their situation, leading to certain narratives, such as a narrative of suffering.

Besides NGO projects, many Filipina migrant workers have participated in
poetry competitions organized for migrant workers in Singapore since 2015 (and in
Taiwan since 2001). Since 2014, the Migrant Worker Poetry Competition, initially
organized by Shivaji Das® and his team, which has been held annually in Singapore.
These competitions offer Filipina migrant workers the chance to engage in literature,
gain public recognition, access publishing prospects, and participate in writing
communities. Both Rolinda Onates Espanola and Joan Santillan Amurao had
experiences participating in competitions and won awards. Extensive collections of
migrant worker literature have been published in the context of poetry competitions
in Taiwan and Singapore.

This “mode of production” in question is predicated on the structure of
competition, resulting in several layers of contradictions that undermine the
writings of migrant workers. As I have discussed elsewhere in detail, “The process
of worker literary production is largely guided and shaped by middle-class “new
cultural intermediaries” (in Pierre Bourdieu’s term), including the judges, the
organizers, the editors, and the translators” (Zhang). Moreover, in this context,
migrant workers’ literature has been primarily consumed by middle-class readers
and used as a tool for the national building discourse of the host countries.
Another issue lies in the “representativeness” of such competitions. In particular,
several migrant worker writers were selected and, after that, took the role of
representatives for the migrant worker community. They were invited to meetings
with local politicians and were covered by the media, consequently depicted as
individuals of notable achievements and exceptional abilities.

To challenge these modes of production, Filipina worker writer Rolinda Onates
Espanola organized Migrant Writers of Singapore in collaboration with a fellow
Bangladeshi migrant worker writer, Zakir Hossain Khokan, in 2018 with the
support of Sing Lit Station.® Migrant Writers of Singapore allows migrant workers
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to participate in literary and artistic drives actively. The initiative encompasses
a Facebook page facilitating communication and sharing literary works
among migrant worker writers. When I asked about Espafiola’s motivations for
orchestrating the community, she replied that it is “to give/offer a platform to the
talented migrants. Because as winners of competitions, most of the Singaporeans
on the literary scene focus on us only, we wanted to show that there is more of us”
(Espaiiola, Interview).

In the same year of the organization’s founding, Khokan and Espafiola became
co-editors for a poetry anthology named Call and Response: A Migrant/Local
Poetry Anthology alongside Singaporean writer Joshua Ip. This anthology aimed to
foster mutual understanding by featuring the literary contributions of both migrant
worker writers and local writers.

Rolinda Onates Espaiiola’s poetry collection No CindeRella? Poems of a Filipina
Domestic Worker in Singapore, 2016-2018, was published under Migrant Workers
of Singapore in 2020. As a poet and organizer, Espafola and her poetry collection
significantly influenced aspiring writers within the migrant worker community,
especially among Filipina domestic workers.

Along with Rolinda Espafola’s efforts, Migrant Writers of Singapore has
cultivated a repertoire of literary practices, including digital platforms and in-
person community activities, fostering increased engagement and authorship
among migrant workers. Considerable workshops, podcasts, and poetry reading
groups have since been organized to further engage and support migrant workers
in literature and the arts. Joan Santillan Amurao and Janelyn Dupingay are now
active members of Migrant Writers of Singapore. Furthermore, Ailenemae Ramos
was inspired by Rolinda and organized Migrant Writers of Hong Kong in 2021
with other fellow migrant workers in Hong Kong. The community also serves as
a dynamic platform for migrant workers, facilitating their engagement in writing
and artistic pursuits.

Following their involvement in literary pursuits and contributions to anthologies,
Filipina domestic worker writers have begun publishing their works. Alongside
Rolinda’s poetry publication, which received support from literature professor
Richard Angus Whitehead in Singapore,” the books authored by Ailenemae Ramos,
Joan Santillan Amurao, and Janelyn Dupingay were all published by Poetry Planet
Book Publishing House, which is based in the Philippines. In contrast to traditional
publishing establishments, Poetry Planet Book Publishing House is an independent
press founded by Marites Ritumalta in 2016. She is a farmer and a writer who is
firmly enthusiastic about literature. During the interview with Marites Ritumalta,
a clear distinction was frequently made between her publishing house and what
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she referred to as “the traditional ones.” Ritumalta expressed the view that aspiring
writers face considerable obstacles in getting their works published, with only those
with money, fame, and education being able to succeed in this regard. She worked
tirelessly for years to establish a platform for aspiring writers from underprivileged
backgrounds like herself to get their work published. Eventually, she formed a small
team to help run her publishing house, which has since released a diverse collection
of works, including poetry collections, short story books, children’s books, and
textbooks.

Filipina worker writers, such as Ailenemae Ramos, Joan Santillan Amurao,
and Janelyn Dupingay, have learned about the publishing house from personal
connections and published their poetry collections at a relatively affordable price.
Ailenemae’s Beyond the Sunset and Joan’s An Unknown Princess were published in
2021, and Janelyn’s Language of My Heart was published in 2022. For publishing
Filipina worker writers, Marites Ritumalta believes that the main point of publishing
their works is to “preserve” their writings rather than pursuing monetary success
or attaining personal fame. Along with the publishing house, she also organizes
a Poetry Planet International magazine, poetry writing groups, and international
writers’ gatherings in the Philippines.

In contrast to the exclusive realm of elitist literature and cultural industry, Marites
Ritumalta’s publishing venture is dedicated to democratizing the opportunity for
marginalized writers to engage in literary production while fostering “a unified
space of public creativity,” following Dawes (166). In addition, while Ritumalta and
her writers have been organizing themselves culturally, it eliminates the need for
the elites’ selection and editing process, which is prevalent in the present Asian
migrant workers’ writings.

To a large extent, Ritumalta’s effort and the publications of the Filipina domestic
worker poets speak to Mark Nowak’s concept of social poetics; as he argues,
‘social poetics seeks the transition of the pen or the laptop from the “committed”
author (be they journalist, academic poet, novelist, playwright, or other writing
professional) to working people themselves in new conjunction of aesthetic
practice and political action” (8) and it challenges the “constant gentrification
of literature and the practices” (250) and hierarchical systems within cultural
production of the current neoliberal era. Further, “what emerges in the practices
of social poetics are not only important new literary works but also a new class, a
new culture, new relationships and new solidarities” (Nowak 251). The experiences
of Filipina migrant worker writers who have published their works through Poetry
Planet Book Publishing House represent their engagement in “social poetics,” both
in publishing and forming their cultural landscape and alliances.

«
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(RE)CLAIMING OF THE SELF IN POETRY AT THE BOTTOM OF THE GLOBAL LABOR
MARKET

While poetryis not the onlyartistic outlet sought by Filipina domestic worker writers,
there are multiple reasons for choosing poetry as a literary genre to convey their
emotions and resilience. In practical terms, these writers often lack sufficient time
to fully dedicate themselves to writing due to their live-in employment situation,
which typically extends from the early morning until late at night. The act of drafting
poems in a notebook or on a portable electronic device, such as a cellphone, is
comparatively more feasible when compared to the process of writing a lengthy
narrative. Additionally, writing poetry among them is fostered by broader social
contexts, exemplified by events such as the Migrant Worker Poetry Competitions
and community-based poetry workshops. Thirdly, the four poets I discuss here
are all devoted Christians, and prayers and mass hymns have influenced them to
different degrees. In their poems, a body of poetry is related to religious themes. As
Whitehead reads Rolinda’s poems, “her unorthodox rhyming in a second language
as well as her spacing suggests the influence of the bible, hymns, and contemporary
secular songs” (Whitehead 5). All of the abovementioned poets write their works
in English and their mother tongue. They utilize English not only as a means of
communication in their everyday jobs but also as a medium of interaction with
fellow migrant worker writers inside their communities.

As Tadiar points out, “sold off by their own nation-states as commodified
national natural resources, migrant women lose the universal guarantee of their
humanity and are left exposed to the practices of violence that others engage in both
to exercise their own claims to sovereign power and to ensure their own protected
human belonging” (Remaindered 11). Many poems by Rolinda, Ailenemae, Joan,
and Janelyn emphasize restoring their subjectivity and dignity. As Jacques Ranciere
stated in his book Proletarian Nights: The Workers’ Dream in Nineteenth-Century
France, “the work by which men and women wretched themselves out of an identity
formed by domination and asserted themselves as inhabitants with full rights of a
common world” (ix), the restoration by these poets serves as a means of resisting
“an identity formed by domination” and oppression, grounded in the dual pillars
of asserting autonomy and defending self-worth. In Tadiar’s words, it is also a form
of “practices of lifemaking,” “despite being continuously diminished, impeded, and
made illegible by dominant ways of being human, are invented and exercised by
those slipping beyond the bounds of valued humanity in their very effort of living,
in their making of forms of viable, enjoyable life” (Remaindered 14).

Rolinda Onates Espafola’s pioneering publication of No CindeRella?, her poetry
collection, significantly influenced the subsequent three poets, owing to the
powerful strength of her poetic language. In the 8-stanza poem titled “She Maybe,’
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the poet uses the recurring phrase “she maybe” to commence each of the seven
stanzas, thus encouraging readers to reassess the representation of the “she” figure
from the outset:

She maybe the maid you don’t respect

To treat her fairly you neglect

To scold her daily your habit

See all the wrongs that she commits (Espariola, No 7)

The opening lines establish tension through the use of direct address to the employer

“you,” and possibly the middle-class readers. By using the pronoun “she,” the poet
expresses her perspective as “the maid” and alludes to the collective experiences of
domestic workers. In a few lines, she highlights a prevalent predicament about the
working conditions experienced by domestic workers, namely lack of respect and
instances of mistreatment. Following the prevailing tone, the first three stanzas
depict diverse scenarios when an employer expresses dissatisfaction with the maid,
including her job performance, personal traits, and “broken English” Nevertheless,
starting with the fifth stanza, the poet shifts her narrative to take on the perspective
of “the maid”™:

She maybe the maid but full of respect

Obeys you surely without neglect

Do her duty honestly

Trying to please you patiently (Espanola, No 7)

This section engages in direct dialogue with the opening stanza with a parallel
structure, responding to the employer’s viewpoint of “the maid.” The text highlights
the endeavors of domestic workers as they strive to fulfill the expectations set by their
employers, comprising not only the fulfillment of their assigned duties but also the
substantial undertaking of emotional labor, such as “trying to please you patiently”
Within this poem, Espaiiola presents a rewrite of the prevailing perception of “the
maid,” articulating her struggles and efforts, as shown in the following parts of the
poem: the maid “learned to cook a perfect dish” and “show you affection you don’t
reciprocate”” Despite the diligent efforts of domestic helpers, Espafiola asserts that
employers remain dissatisfied and disrespectful. The concluding section of the
poem demonstrates Espanola’s reclamation and resistance in her role as a maid,
advocating for the rights and dignity of domestic workers in similar positions:

She is the maid who understands you best

She is the maid who has become patient of you best
She is the maid who respects you best

She did her best.
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Yet to you
It’s less (Espanola, No 8)

Here, the poet effectively employs anaphora and epistrophe, enhancing her
emotional intensity and reinforcing her claims against constant devaluation. The
continuous discontent and increased expectations of employers towards domestic
workers depicted by Espafiola can also be interpreted as reflective of the capitalist
labor market. In this context, migrant workers are expected to toil tirelessly, yet
their dedication and sacrifices are perpetually insufficient for the market’s demands.

This poem, therefore, produces a form of “life-making that that are let to live by
indifference or purposive negligence, not eliminated through disciplinary or other
forms of normative prescription under capitalism in part because they are the very
means by which such groups are kept disposable, insofar as they are at once what
help them survive yet paradoxically what code and produce them as devalued life”
(Tadiar, Remaindered 69). The poem here stands as a site of social and cultural
practices of recovery and restoration.

Similarly, Janelyn Dupingay’s poem “She is Not Just a She” also depicts the
struggles and resistance of a woman. However, unlike Rolinda Espafola’s poetry,
which portrays the laboring conditions of “the maid,” Janelyn Dupingay’s poem
focuses on the life experiences and emotional transformations of a woman,
precisely one whose “life to her becomes mean” While the poet exposes life’s harsh
conditions, the poem goes beyond the misery and suffering to demonstrate a series
of determined moves:

She chooses to move forward

There’s no reason to call her coward.

She ties up her own shoe lace

With great pride on her face. (Dupingay, Language 8)

In these two couplets, the poet directly asserts agency and dignity by taking the
initiative of her life “with great pride” Along with other lines in the poem, such
as “she fought her own battle” and “she cleared her path,” Dupingay’s lines depict a
strong-willed woman who fights for what she wants. Also, the repeated use of “own”
as a pronoun in this poem indicates a claim for owning autonomy and belonging to
oneself. Therefore, life can be rendered as “life is a situation bearing possibilities for
the radical remaking of ‘human’ social relations” (Tadiar, Remaindered 69).

In Dupingay’s “She is Not Just a She” and Espafiola’s “She Maybe,” both poets
challenge the current perception of women like themselves, speaking out against
repressions and offering a fuller image of a woman “she” who is not confined to
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a working role or powerlessness. These poems demonstrate the dignity, strength,
and aspirations of working women. Their writings, significantly, also produce a
form of:

...remaindered life-times, the times of social reproduction that aid and lie outside
contemporary modes of exploitation of life as labor. Such life-times consist of a diverse
array of acts, capacities, associations, aspirations in practice, experiential modes, and
sensibilities that people engage in, draw on, and invent in their everyday struggles to
make and remake social life under conditions of their own superfluity or disposability.
(Tadiar, Remaindered 114)

Similarly, Ailenemae Ramos’ poems, such as “I Am a Woman,” “She is a Woman,’
and “Simplicity,” also present an image of an autonomous and resilient woman and
her “remaindered life-times” Ramos expresses her demand as a “simple woman” in
the poem “Simplicity”:

I deserve to be loved!

I deserve to be respected!

I deserve to aim high!

I deserve to succeed! (Ramos 41)

The repeated “I deserve to” captures Ramos’ self-affirmation and determination on
the one hand. At the same time, with the continual exclamation marks, the phrase
expresses the poet’s anger and opposition to being disregarded and discriminated
against. Ramos’ poems poignantly urge to challenge social stigma by asserting her
needs and rights in her everyday struggles. In addition, as they often read their
poems in public on various occasions, repetition became a prominent strategy in
their writing for intensifying their feelings and connecting with the audience.

A significant portion of the aforementioned poets” works revolve around themes
related to their familial relationships and the experiences involving their children,
which can be a source of further study since these poets also portray other societal
roles, such as a daughter, wife, partner, and believer. Moreover, as migrant women,
these poets often go beyond the individual “I” to assert selfhood and autonomy.
As Tadiar insightfully observes, the subjectivity of Filipino women is frequently
structured as “syncretism, in which there is no clear distinction between self and
others” (Things 46). As mothers, four poets often write poems about being a mother
who is “far away” (Amurao 24), “strong” (Ramos 44), “brave” (Dupingay, Language
30), and in Espafiola’s poem, “mommy goes working/to settle your schooling” (No
21) Motherhood then is pivotal in shaping their identity and establishing a sense of
belonging. In Amurao’s poem “The Struggle of a Mother;” she writes:
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A mother who flew away

though without wings.

Stay away and landed in a foreign place.
Her little children were placed

in her parent’s arms

To be cared

and not to be harmed. (81)

In a few lines, Amurao describes a common dilemma for many female migrant
workers. Parrefias explains that “under the international division of reproductive
labor, Filipina domestic workers perform the reproductive labor of class-privileged
women in industrialized, or richer, countries, while they leave their own dependents
to be cared for mostly by other women in the Philippines” (Servants 40-41).
Amurao’s poem depicts the departure of a mother from home for a job, resulting in
the taking on of caregiving responsibilities by another parental role.

In a different poem titled “Far Away,” Amurao directly responds to her decision
to leave her children behind. The poetic narrator, identified as “I, articulates
the following: “Yes, I need to be away/ So that poverty that I am used to/ can be
replaced with a little ease” (24). It reveals that many migrant workers, including
Joan Amurao, undertake migration largely driven by economic factors, specifically
to improve their impoverished living conditions in their home countries. Yet, these
lines also reveal that “the contradictory construction of the feminine being as
subjectively syncretic and bodily individuated” (Tadiar, Things 46) leads them to
be “away” and exploited.

In the following sections of the poem “Far Away,” Amurao presents a poetic and
thorough analysis of labor migration in the region. She writes:

To someone like me, who was born
a beggar and oppressed

I'm also wondering,

Why rich people get richer,
And the poor get poorer?

Is it a sin to be born poor?
Can it be called a problem?
Common questions

That I've found no answers to,
Even my homeland

responds with none. (24-25)
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The first-person narrator recognizes her impoverished and “oppressed” condition
and continues to explore the dynamics between “rich people” and “the poor’,
raising questions (lines 4—7) in a crescendo of emotions regarding the significant
economic disparity and uneven development. With the tonal transition, the poet
exposes that these conditions are not solely limited to individual circumstances
but encompass broader structural causes: as Amurao’s speaker states, “Even my
homeland/responds with none”

The commodification of female labor is endorsed by the government in the
Philippines, and as a less developed country, the Filipino poor must migrate for
job opportunities. As Parrefas states in The Force of Domesticity: “The flow of
migrant domestic workers from poor to rich nations generates troubling care
inequities that speak of race and class hierarchies among women and nations” (46).
Within the ninth stanza of the poem, the poet manifests a critical attitude towards
her host nation and scrutinizes her relationship with it within the framework of
globalization: “I admit, here in Malaysia/ I am a part of a ballooning population/ it’s
probably the product of globalization/ Doors opened by neighboring nations” (25).
From the larger economic and political context, Amurao moves to the social and
cultural sphere where domestic women workers are always degraded, “But please,
don’t look at me/ as if I am a disgusting crawling woman” (26). In considering
the multifaceted challenges she has encountered, the poetic efforts to assert her
dignity and autonomy as she articulates the difficulties associated with being a “far
away” mother in the poem “The Struggle of a Mother,

A mother

Armed with strength
and clear mind,
Struggling in Malaysia
and faithfully serving.

A mother

who endures and strives,
in eight years of sorrow.
So her children will have
a beautiful future. (81)

The poem conveys the cruelty of the labor market towards caregiving professions.
Domestic workers are compelled to perform their duties while being separated
from their own households and children, severely impacting their ability to
adequately care for their families. Rather than being depicted solely as “domestic
workers,” these women present themselves as mothers who “endure and strive” to
provide for their children and families.
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As I have discussed above, a large body of poetry written by these four Filipina
domestic worker writers engages with restoring agency and “asserted themselves
as inhabitants with full rights of a common world” (Ranciére ix). Along with
challenging prevailing stereotypes and stigmas, their poetry reconstructs a picture
of domestic workers between the neoliberal order and desires for independence
and equality. While writing from their personal experiences as women workers, as
Suryomenggolo argues, “we need to note that these women workers do not write
with a feminist agenda in mind . . . by writing, these authors actually do challenge
women’s gendered roles and advance a feminist agenda, although they may not set
out to do so” (16). By poetically reconstructing their sense of “self” in defiance of
dominant perceptions, these four Filipina domestic worker poets respond to the
gendered and classed experiences that relegate them to the margins of the global
labor market. Despite being systematically undervalued for their contributions,
these working-class writers have leveraged their poetry to advance profound
critiques of the labor systems and broader societal structures that exploit their
lives and livelihoods.

The poems analyzed in this section powerfully illustrate how the Filipina
domestic worker poets reclaim agency over their own narratives, making a
form of “remaindered life-times” that resists the contemporary devaluation and
commodification of their labor. Through their literary reclamations, these poets
assert their inherent dignity and worth, challenging the dominant modes of
exploitation that have sought to reduce them to mere units of production.

WRITING POETRY AS A COLLECTIVE ACT: EMERGENT SOLIDARITIES AND
EMPOWERMENT

Another notable aspect of the collections of poetry by these four Filipina workers is
their palpable sense of solidarity and empowerment. In contrast to many working-
class literatures produced in the Global North, these texts do not incorporate
or endorse mass protest or revolutionary ideas. In the absence of labor unions
and workers’ organizations, they assert their aspirations for dignity, equality, and
justice within limited social and political circumstances. These four poets start their
writings by drawing upon their personal experiences; however, they recognize that
these experiences are not exclusive to Filipina domestic workers. Instead, these
experiences are shared among a broader scope, including migrant workers from
various countries and women facing comparable circumstances. In other words,
“embedded in the poiesis and practices of living of these communities are ways
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of organizing personhood, shared being, and enjoyment that are not entirely
overwritten or disciplined by proper forms of human being, ways of making life
(and doing sociality)” (Tadiar, Remaindered 69).

When Bangladeshi migrant worker writer Md. Sharif Uddin published his book
Stranger to Myself in 2017 with the support of Singaporean literati, his writings
were “respectfully dedicated to the memory of Mr Lee Kuan Yew, founder of
modern Singapore” (2017). As Sharif explained, “This diary contains the collected
fragments of my experiences. It is not my intention to write anything against my
homeland or this country. No hurt feelings, please” (13). Omar Faruque Shipon,
another writer who is a migrant worker, also dedicated his book to a local politician
in Singapore. This situation reveals a specific predicament faced by foreign workers
published by the local publishing industry. The writer expressed concern upon the
reception of their writings by Singaporeans, fearing potential controversies that
may arise.

Differently, Filipina women poets employ dedication as a space for demonstrating
solidarity. For instance, Amurao’s dedication is “for all migrant workers, refugees,
and single parents on the face of the Earth silently battling for their lives and loved
ones” (3). Espaiola dedicated her book to “all migrant workers in Singapore who
have shown such heroic grace under pressure during the arduous trial that has
been MOM’s dormitory quarantine measures” (No vii). In this context, as Mark
Nowak states, “In spaces where workers are afforded no protections and treated at
best like indentured servants, poetry becomes a practice of imaginative militancy,
a mode of survival, an emergent solidarity and a site for potential collective action”
(241).

In addition to their dedication, the poets demonstrate a sense of solidarity in
their poems, with Espanola’s poetry offering further insight into this facet. Her
poem “Paper Lies” addresses the tragic story of a Burmese domestic worker’s death
on June 12, 2017 in Singapore. In the poem, Espanola adopts the perspective of the
Burmese domestic worker and recounts her life tragedy:

I wasn’t prepared to be a monster’s slave
[ wasn’t prepared to be in this cruel cave
[ wasn't prepared to endure such pain (No 36)

The recurrence of the phrase “I wasn't prepared to” resonates with the repetition
of the phrase “they promised me” in the preceding stanzas, establishing a stark
juxtaposition between the promises made and the reality encountered by the
domestic worker. In the first couplet, Espafiola draws a parallel between the
domestic worker and “a monster’s slave,” a commonly employed analogy among
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migrant worker writers to depict their circumstances of residence and employment.
Furthermore, she employs the metaphor of “a cruel cave” to depict the domestic
workers’ living and working environment within the household. Through adopting
the perspective of the Burmese domestic servant, the poet establishes a connection
between the singular experience and the broader collective struggle, conveying
her sympathy and indignation. The poetic intervention of the “pain” they endure
further speaks to Tadiar’s argument that “the continuities between contemporary
servitude and slavery thus to lay in intertwined sex-gendered and racial logics
intrinsic to the very structural tendencies of capitalism in a new moment of
global expansion, where the ‘feminization’ of labor was also crucially a racializing
process—an ungendering into a state of being-for-others that was also a being-in-
pain” (Remaindered 180).

For curing such “a being-in-pain’; transitional solidarity frequently manifests
itself in the poetry of Espafola. Coupled with her founding of the Migrant Writer
of Singapore group, it has engendered a robust affiliation with fellow migrant
workers through writing as a communal effort. Her poem “Migrants Are We” is
also penned in this spirit:

I use my pen to write what we feel

I use poem so people will see us real

The maid you scold everyday can write
a beautiful story

The construction worker you frown out

& called smelly can write a poem so

flowery (No 44)

The transition from the use of the first-person singular pronoun “I” to the
plural pronouns “we” and “us” is apparent in this poem. Here, the poet alludes
to the Bangladeshi construction worker writers in Singapore, highlighting the
connections within the larger community as part of the solidarity-building work
of their resistance through writing. In “How China’s Labor Migrants Write Poetry
in the Workshop of the World,” Maghiel van Crevel reads the Chinese migrant
workers’ poetry as “social practice,” and he points out, “Poetry is many things...
Poetry is the language that speaks of shared realities yet draws attention to itself.
Thus, words extricate themselves from the world, the better to see that world and
talk back to it from a range of sociopolitical positions.” In a similar light, Espaiiola’s
poetry “speaks of shared realities yet draws attention to itself,” as she writes in the
ending of “Migrants are We,’

and yet this pen can’t knock

door to door
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to find the oppressor
This poem can'’t reach the whole
society
to beg humanity
Migrant are we
do we need to beg
for respect and equality? (No 44)

Here, the poet contemplates the (im)possibility of writing among migrant workers.
On the one hand, in this poem, she acknowledges that the works of “the maid”
and “the construction worker” serve as a medium for dignified self-representation
and artistic expression; however, she also recognizes the inherent limitations of
literature in this context. Nonetheless, the question in the concluding three lines
revitalizes the significance of writing in its capacity to represent the collective
“we’” It urges readers to reevaluate the literary and sociopolitical circumstances
surrounding migrant workers, and eventually, it asserts their rightful entitlement
to respect and equality.

In addition to employing plural pronouns such as “we” to foster a sense of
collective identity and solidarity, four Filipina poets’ substantial poetry collection
uses the second-person pronoun “you” to empower fellow female migrant workers.
Noticeably, this empowerment takes place in a body of literary practices, including
reading, creating one’s literary works, sharing these works with others, and
participating in and organizing larger writing groups and creative endeavors. As
discussed in the first part of this essay, these four poets transform their writings
into published works and represent involvement in various organizing activities.
Along with their transformative experiences, they intend to empower women who
have undergone similar experiences. In this context, empowerment,

is rarely experienced as upward mobility or personal advancement. Rather, “feeling
powerful” is constrained for them by the ways in which their gender, as well as their
race and class, limit their access to economic resources and political power. For these
women, empowerment begins when they change their ideas about the causes of their
powerlessness, when they recognize the systemic forces that oppress them, and when
they act to change the conditions of their lives. (Bookman & Morgen 4)

As an oppressed collective faced working and living conditions that bore significant
similarities to the relics of slavery, by sharing experiences and information through
their narratives, these Filipina domestic worker poets express the challenges in
their quest to establish their value and preserve their dignity, despite the seemingly
insurmountable barriers they encountered. The urge to recount personal narratives
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through poetry arises from a defensive stance of individual self-worth and a desire
to connect with the broader community and its support networks.

For instance, on Janelyn Dupingay’s website, she emphasizes her goal of writing
through the title “Write toimpact” Dupingay’s poetry frequently highlights her sense
of solidarity and support for her fellow workers by using her own transformative
experiences. In contrast to Espafiola’s more militant tone and style, Dupingay’s
writing exhibits a gentler and more intimate approach. In her writing aimed at
empowering people, the author frequently employs the second-person pronoun
“you” as a direct form of address, establishing an emotional connection with the
reader. She adeptly employs a narrative structure that juxtaposes a transforming
past with a present state, highlighting one’s strength and potential for change. In
her poem “Gentle Reminder;” Dupingay starts the poem with:

Dear queen,

you are not a failure.

And if one day you will have a doubt,
Think about all these; (Language 52)

The poem has a friendly narrative tone, resembling a conversation with a friend,
wherein the reader is invited to accompany the narrator’s voice. Following these
lines, the poet highlights the existence of a distressing “past,” metaphorically likening
it to the experience of being “a prisoner” Furthermore, the poet acknowledges the
presence of suffering and hardships throughout this time. The poem undergoes
a shift in tone starting at line 19, as the poet proceeds with a more optimistic
perspective:

And you crawled back to land

with broken limbs and wounded arms.

You healed to live and vowed

To let your courage be read.

You are now the book

Slowly opening its pages

Where words were carefully drafted
Without lies, without riddles. (Language 53)

This section captures a significant transformative moment, where a comparison
is made between the reader, referred to as “you,” and a book. This part can also
be interpreted as an exploration of the poet’s journey towards empowerment and
self-transformation through writing, as she contemplates in the “Author’s Note” of
her collection, “I can’t draw but I can paint my feelings the form of Poetry. I can’t
be good in playing the flute but I can give soothing words to someone who needs
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it. I may not be good in music but I can send my voice in the form of Writing”
(Dupingay, Language 79). The phrases such as “opening its pages” and “words...
drafted” suggest a way of building one’s life. The poet further implies that such a
life goes beyond the individual’s journey. As the poem continues, the poet writes,

Your phrases have reached

souls drenching from desperations

You are a living source of hope

Emanated from myriad sufferings. (Language 53)

Here, itis crucial torecognize that for the Filipina worker poets, “their empowerment
is visible in the transformations of their views of themselves as women and in their
capacity to understand and change the world they live in” (Bookman & Morgen
19). In Dupingay’s words, it is “emanated from myriad suffering” Furthermore, it
extends its influence beyond the individual and extends to others, serving as a
“source of hope”

In contrast to the top-down approach to empowerment, these poets offer a
literary construction of domestic workers from the Global South but also establish
interactions within the communities in which they live. Dupingay and Ramos
demonstrate their commitment to their poetic works by vigorously organizing
poetry workshops, workers’ rights, and mental health support groups for migrant
workers, among other initiatives. While the two are located in different locations,
both create comparable autonomous spaces that cater to the needs and experiences
of migrant workers in their everyday lives. They inspire fellow workers to take on
their own struggles and artistic pursuits.

CONCLUSION

This paper has positioned Filipina domestic worker poets as key contributors to
contemporary working-class literature. By conducting close readings of poems by
Rolinda Onates Espariola, Ailenemae Ramos, Joan Santillan Amurao, and Janelyn
Dupingay, I have illuminated how their poetic praxis functions as a transformative
force—one that cultivates mutual recognition, inspire collective solidarity, and
empowers individual agency. These poets directly engage with Antonio Gramsci’s
observation that “One must understand, the impetus by which workers feel drawn
to the contemplation of art, to the creation of art, and| how deeply they feel
offended in their humanity because the slavery of wages and work cuts them off
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from a world that integrates man’ s life, that makes it worth living” (38). Through
the creative act of poetry composition, these Filipina domestic worker writers
reclaim their dignity and assert control over their self-representation within
the exploitative structures of the global labor market. Their writings challenge
the dominant narratives of heroism and victimization, instead offering nuanced
portrayals of their multifaceted lived experiences. Moreover, they also produce a
form of “remaindered life-times’, “times ‘freeing’ experience from emancipated
subjectivities of labor, times of flourishing and elaboration that cannot be subsumed

in the life-times of disposability reproduced” (Tadiar, Remaindered 179).

Although operating outside the bounds of canonical literature and bourgeois
cultural establishments, these poets evince a communal sensibility that resonates
powerfully with broader working-class constituencies. Their autonomous cultural
production, facilitated by smaller partnerships, such as with home-based Poetry
Planet Book Publishing House, provides a crucial vantage point from which to
interrogate emergent forms of working-class expression that remain unaffiliated
with formal political or labor movements in this region. By foregrounding the
literary contributions of these Filipina domestic worker poets, this analysis makes
a possible revision and expansion of the working-class literary canon. It also opens
up important new discussions around the rich tradition of Filipino working-
class literary and cultural production. In this way, the voices and poetics of these
contemporary writers function as a transformative force, empowering both
individual subjectivities and collective solidarities among the global working class.
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NOTES

1. The data was accessed through the Philippine Statistics Authority website: https://psa.
gov.ph/statistics/survey/labor-and-employment/survey-overseas-filipinos

2. Suryomenggolo defines malu as follows: “While the emotion of shame is a universal
human experience, in Indonesia (in particular, Java), malu is a potent social value that
regulates behavior and forms part of the shared assumptions of the society. It has been
culturally ascribed to women as a valuable personal trait; every woman should strive to
acquire malu, act according to its standard, and hold it in esteem” (8).

3. Uplifters is a non-governmental organization (NGO) in Hong Kong that supports
domestic workers through online education and community assistance.

4. Janelyn’s website can be accessed here: https://amazingjanecorner.wordpress.
com/2021/08/05/passion-turned-into-commitment/#more-32

5. Shivaji Das works as the Managing Director-APAC in a research and consulting company
in Singapore and he is also the author of several books.

6. Sing Lit Station is a registered charity and non-profit organization based in Singapore. It
was co-founded by Singapore-based writers such as Joshua Ip, Daryl Qilin Yam, and Jon
Gresham.

7. 1 have discussed the production of Rolinda’s poetry collection in detail in “Migrant
Worker Writings in Asia Today: A Brief Introduction” (forthcoming).
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