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The Philippines is well known for exporting skilled labor worldwide 
through its ‘Overseas Filipino Workers’ program but in 1997 a new 
form of Filipino workers emerged within the country: call center agents. 
Call centers offer full time jobs as well as above-average compensation 
to highly educated Filipinos with the advantage of staying in the 
country. Without migrating, the well educated youth could now afford 
a middle-class, ‘cosmopolitan’ lifestyle in the emerging new cities 
with their luxurious condominiums. Where businesses are concerned, 
cheaper labor costs in South East Asia allow worldwide corporations 
to cut on costs and offer greater profits to their shareholders. In 
Outsourceable Selves: An Ethnography of Call Center Work in a Global 
Economy of Signs and Selves, the author discusses the work relationships 
between conglomerates and call center agents, channeled through the 
local call center agencies. She exposes several work practices within the 
workplace that affect call center employees physically, psychologically, 
socially and culturally.

The author, Alinaya Fabros, studies transnational work regimes 
and the changing political economy of labor-capital mobility. She 
has degrees in BS Economics and MA Sociology from the University 
of the Philippines and is currently pursuing her doctoral degree in 
Sociology at the University of California, Berkley. In this particular 
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study she wanted to have firsthand experience of both the promises and 
the consequences of work practices in call centers. “I wanted a closer 
look to carefully examine multiple facets that I found sociologically 
fascinating, weaving together these varied dimensions to develop 
a narrative about this new type of work opening up at home.” (viii) 
By engaging in a ‘complete immersion’ within a call center for six 
months, Fabros managed to experience being a call center agent while 
maintaining a sharp intellectual independence when theoretically 
discussing and assessing her findings. Her intriguing accounts 
and deliberations paint an outstanding and insightful picture that 
undoubtedly represents life and work experiences in the majority of 
call centers.

Fabros introduces the reader to the concept of ‘outsourceable 
selves’ which accurately illustrates the main objective of call center 
agencies: the continuous production of utilizable agents. Rather than 
skilled employees offering impersonal services, the commodity of 
this industry turns out to be recomposed workers serving customers. 
Agents do not simply offer technical assistance to clients, they become 
the instruments that call centers use to attend to customers. Their own 
‘selves’ are recast, designed, processed, trained and carefully monitored 
to fit a pre-established model. Call center agents are produced both 
through pre-employment training and continuous monitoring during 
actual work. During training, potential agents are drilled in the 
repetition of a formal spiel when taking calls. Tongue twister exercises 
condition trainees in speaking the “American way.” However, the 
technical performance of scripted speech is not deemed sufficient. They 
are also coached to empathize with customers. When encountering 
irate clients, call center representatives are expected to manage their 
emotions—which generally means the repression of the workers’ real 
sentiments. The potential of outsourceable selves to speak out on behalf 
of other call centers illustrates the anthropological insight that small 
places do contain large issues where human microcosms represent, 
albeit partially, societal macrocosms.

In her review of related literature, Fabros describes telephone call 
centers as electronic sweatshops, twentieth century panopticons and 
assembly lines in the head. (10) Aside from these outsourceable selves, 
pre-employment formation is reinforced on the production floor 
through permanent supervision and monitoring. Managers conduct 
direct observations of their respective teams at all times. They can 
offer a helping hand to new agents as well as reprimand those who 
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are taking too long with one single client. Quality monitor personnel 
conduct weekly evaluations of calls while real-time analysts pay close 
attention to representative performances to ensure proper alignment 
with company targets. Strategically located electronic billboards flash 
the number of calls on queue, adding pressure on all agents to speed up 
each transaction. Is there any space for the practice of agency within 
this Tayloristic neo-scientific management approach? 

In Chapter 3, Fabros speaks of a subtle symbolic resistance 
through this ‘muted back talk.’  When angry customers engage 
in insulting tirades agents sometimes do the muted back talk to 
manage their emotions. The agent puts herself on mute to verbalize 
her frustrations without being heard by the client. The mute button 
becomes the symbol of relief, creating a parallel space where the 
agent-performer can breathe. However, muted back talk represents an 
internal contradiction since it is a quiet form of resistance. The workers’ 
acts of defiance are expressed out of sight, in silence, while the return 
to phone conversations represents acts of submission with the call 
agent practicing the ‘customer is always right’ emotional disposition. 
When the volume of incoming calls is overwhelming, some seasoned 
representatives try to beat the system by applying various slowing 
down strategies. However, management considers the manipulation of 
loopholes in the electronic system for short respite as a serious offence 
and they label such practices as an ‘abandonment of work’ and a ‘fatal 
error.’ Workers are reminded of the customer service ethos where the 
agent is there to satisfy the customer at all times. Addressing employees’ 
efforts of resistance, floor executives often refresh agents’ minds about 
the long line of highly educated, unemployed young adults, waiting for 
call center vacancies—the outsourceable selves are expendable! 

The production of call center agents does not stop with technical 
skills and emotional management. The call center agency Fabros was 
employed in served mainly American customers where representatives 
are required to assimilate “American identities”—with Filipino agents 
conditioned in performing American personas. One example is in the 
name one takes: a Filipino called ‘Bong’ becomes the Americanized 
agent ‘Paul.’ (147) To serve American customers during local US 
daytime, Filipino representatives mainly work all night. Manila call 
agents even follow American holidays and skip their local family 
gatherings during Christmas and Holy Week. Thus, call center 
representatives invest considerable time and energy in socially 
constructing the company’s preferred prescribed selves. “The agent 
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that is then constructed in this process is the representative who 
acts on behalf of [the] other—on behalf of clients, of customers, of 
management, and ultimately, in behalf of production.” (164) Formal 
policies and routinized processes used by call center training centers 
aim to transform highly educated young Filipinos into culturally 
socialized Americans. The author reveals how the American versions of 
local Filipinos exhibit great reverence towards the clients’ way of life 
while, at the same time, create fragmented local identities. Agents are 
proud to speak like “real” Americans and at the same time vent their 
disgust of being cussed and shouted at by their “ignorant, working 
class, drop out American callers.” (247)

The high emphasis on the necessity for Filipinos to assimilate 
American culture in the case of Fabros’ call center experiences, leads to 
an unresolved dichotomy. The pride of speaking “proper” American is 
obliterated, probably on a daily basis, by the disgust of bowing down 
to irate customers. When inside the panopticon, the call center agent 
is simultaneously owned by three entities: the call center agency itself; 
the company represented by the agency; and the customer. The agent 
is trained and closely supervised to serve all three with carefully chosen 
expressions as well as showing “genuine” empathy towards each entity. 
The three entities are expected to always “win” . . . while the agents are 
constantly on the losing end. They are, after all, service providers! After 
such an intense and emotional roller coaster event, one sees several 
young people within call center localities, on a daily basis, drinking 
buckets of beer as early as eight in the morning. Perhaps Fabros could 
have explored this ‘out of the panopticon’ culture a bit more since it is 
deeply connected with what agents went through in the previous hours 
of work. What do they talk about once out in these free spaces? How 
do they recast their immediate experiences into narratives that keep 
them going . . . or push them to leave this kind of work? Due to the 
scope and limitations of Fabros’ fieldwork that allowed her to narrate 
the experiences within a call center serving American customers, it 
would be of great interest and significance for other studies to consider 
call center agents’ accounts when engaging with their own cultural 
world. 

Outsourceable Selves is written in a simple format and can be 
easily read by the general public. Academicians might want to use 
the rich ethnographic data as a stepping stone to engage more critical 
theoretical debates within the field of organizational cultures. Business 
owners and company shareholders will be enlightened on the human 
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sacrifices that tightly controlled workplace environments entail. 
Proponents of savage capitalism are presented with the human cost of 
such rogue economic endeavors. Fabros digs out signs of hope within 
the grim social context of call center workplace cultures. Human 
beings are such that they can always find ways to resist exploitative 
work conditions. However, these flickering flames need the gentle 
blow and resolved commitment of politicians and policy makers in 
supporting the burning human quest for equity.
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