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Counter-Producing National 
Narratives 
Filipina Diasporic Artists Challenge 
the Global Health Care System∗

Christina Ayson Plank
University of California, Santa Cruz

The Philippine nation-state relies on the production and circulation 
of hegemonic narratives that represent overseas Filipino workers as 
flexible laborers to generate profit through remittances. In this article, 
I analyze Lizza May David and Claudia Liebelt’s documentary Cycles 
of Care (2011) and Jenifer Wofford’s paintings and illustrations Point 
of Departure (2007) and Flor 1973-78 (2008) to demonstrate that 
these works of art counter national narratives by portraying Filipinos 
in non-capitalizable, non-laboring moments, thereby disrupting the 
mechanisms of global capitalism. I argue that Filipino artists employ 
what I call counter-production, an artistic practice that represents 
the fragmented experiences of displacement, critiques official 
nationalisms, and reconstructs care worker subjectivities that cannot 
be incorporated into the national project.
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A series of forty gouache, acrylic, and ink on paper paintings, each 
measuring nine by twelve inches, are hung on a white wall. They are 
arranged in an incomplete patchwork mosaic pattern. Rendered in 
these paintings are colloquial scenes, including a bubble-gum-pink 
building, the sink and cabinets of a hospital room, and a crosswalk 
leading to a grey building. While these images are compositionally 
connected, they do not have a linear story and can be read both 
vertically and horizontally like a crossword puzzle. The only figure 
featured prominently in some of these paintings is a Filipina often 
dressed in a 1970s-style nurse uniform.1 These paintings are a part 
of Jenifer Wofford’s 2007 installation, Point of Departure (see figure 
1). The installation of inter-related paintings focuses on a Filipina 
nurse and her “immigration hallucinations” (Wofford 2015). While 
some of the paintings show this nurse in her work environment, 
this installation primarily renders her private moments of rest, 
contemplation, anxiety, and daily musings that are predominantly 
written out of the national discourse. 

Figure 1. Jenifer Wofford, Point of Departure, 2007, gouache, 
ink, and acrylic on paper

Point of Departure offers multiple windows into the life of a 
Filipina nurse through the composition of various frames. These 
small frames offer us views of her fragmented and displaced life 
in the diaspora. The rendered scenes also defy a sequential reading 
across the frames, moving from different places without any legible 
narrative arc linking these moments together. These images differ 
drastically from the commodified Filipina nurse that has circulated 
widely during the COVID-19 pandemic. In these official images, the 
Filipina nurse is represented solely as a laborer willing to sacrifice her 
life for the welfare of the country. The multi-perspective composition 
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of Point of Departure generates a plurality of narratives that challenge 
the hegemonic official image of the happy, flexible, and caring 
laboring body. 

I am interested in how contemporary Filipina artists challenge 
the transnational construction and flow of an official imagined 
community of faceless laborers that inevitably places diasporic 
Filipino subjects in a state of precarity between nation-states. If 
both the homeland and host lands rely on image-making practices 
to continue the exploitation of Filipino laborers, it stands to reason 
that one way to combat the capitalization of Filipinos is through the 
visual. I turn to contemporary Filipino artists in the diaspora who 
challenge these images through their art-making practices. I argue that 
contemporary Filipino artists of the diaspora provide a counter-image 
to the nation-state’s construction of health care workers as patriotic 
laborers by centering the everyday experiences of labor displacement. 
In this article, I use art history and visual culture studies approaches 
to analyze Lizza May David and Claudia Liebelt’s documentary 
Cycles of Care (2011) and Jenifer Wofford’s Point of Departure and 
Flor 1973-78 (2008) to demonstrate that these works of art interrupt 
national narratives by portraying Filipina health care workers in 
non-capitalizable, non-laboring moments, thereby disrupting the 
mechanisms of globalization. If constructed images of Filipinas are 
produced to ensure the productivity of these laborers, then I argue 
that diasporic artists not only represent the day-to-day minutiae of 
labor displacement that make moments of unproductivity visible, 
they also then render images of Filipinas that are counter-productive 
to the mechanisms of globalization. In particular, I demonstrate that 
Filipino artists employ what I call counter-production, an artistic 
practice that makes sense of their displaced positions, critiques official 
nationalisms, and reconstructs care worker subjectivities that cannot 
be incorporated into the national project.

I deploy art history and visual culture analyses to explore how 
David, Liebelt, and Wofford counter national representations of 
overseas Filipino laborers. As visual culture and museum studies 
scholar Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (2000, 14) notes, “Visual culture 
works toward a social theory of visuality, focusing on questions of 
what is made visible, who sees what, how seeing, knowing, and 
power are interrelated.” In particular, I use visual analysis to analyze 
the ways artists intervene within this regime of visuality. I define 
visual analysis as a process of closely examining and interpreting 
the aesthetic, formal, and sensorial qualities that artists intentionally 
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select, manipulate, and compose to convey a message and feeling 
(Mercer 2016, 9). Through aesthetics, Filipino artists in the diaspora 
create counter-productive representations that challenge state 
narratives on health care workers. My examinations of their work 
were based on the following questions: What motifs and themes are 
they frequently representing? How are they representing the OFW? 
In what locations are the OFW imaged? What activities are they 
engaged in? What feelings are they evoking? How are these feelings 
conveyed? In what way is the image/visual object composed? What 
materials do they use? And finally, how are these images displayed? 

I have also conducted artist interviews to understand how their 
experience manifests in the formal qualities of their works of art and 
the development of their artistic practices. Through conversations 
with these artists, I excavate the history of their artistic practice, their 
personal backgrounds, their motivations, and how they conceptualized 
their artworks. Such interviews revealed that their memories of their 
family’s displacement and how they remember those events inform 
the development of their artistic practice and the critiques they seek 
to raise.

First, I offer a discussion of previous scholarship on Filipino 
migrant laborers. As I show, the displacement of Filipinos across a 
network of host lands necessitates a move away from the bifurcated 
transnational frameworks to diasporic theories. Subsequently, I will 
provide a visual analysis of Jenifer Wofford’s Point of Departure. By 
arguing that Point of Departure and Flor 1973-78 are connected 
projects, I corroborate my conclusion that Wofford offers us a 
fragmented perspective on the Filipino labor diaspora that counters 
the official narrative of the Filipino nation as the exporter of happy 
laborers. I will conclude with an analysis of Cycles of Care, which offers 
alternative motivations to migration. Analyzing these contemporary 
works of art is particularly critical in the time of COVID-19 as these 
artists expose the inequality of a global health care system that relies 
upon cheap, gendered labor.

PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP ON THE FILIPINO 
DIASPORA

As many across the globe were mandated to shelter-in-place to 
prevent the spread of the 2019 novel coronavirus, also known as 
COVID-19, health care workers were tasked to risk exposure and 



19Counter-Producing National Narratives

the health of their families to maintain society’s essential services. In 
particular, medical workers were expected to brave supply shortages, 
long work hours, and the emotional fatigue of witnessing patients 
and their families in distress due to the loss of life. Amid the stress 
and anxiety of treating patients with minimal government support, 
these workers balanced changing policies and protocols as news 
regarding COVID-19 was released daily and sometimes hourly. 
Many of these professionals were described as heroes as stories 
of these workers’ tenacity, strength, and compassion amid these 
insurmountable conditions filled social media feeds, news channels, 
and daily conversations.  

For Filipino essential laborers working abroad, this rhetoric is not 
new. In 1988, then-president Corazon Cojuangco-Aquino dubbed 
Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs) as mga bagong bayani or the new 
national heroes (Encinas-Franco 2015, 60). Aquino celebrated these 
laborers, the majority of whom are health care and service workers, as 
hardworking individuals willing to make a sacrifice and leave home 
for the sake of their immediate and national families. Now ascribed 
as heroes of the state, the duty to uplift the Philippine economy 
shifted from the government to Filipino citizens and the remittances 
they send home.2 In addition, while working in the diaspora, these 
workers receive little support and security from the racialized and 
gendered exploitation they experience in these host lands. As heroes 
both in the homeland and host lands, OFWs are expected to work 
for the health of these nations despite the precarious positions they 
occupy. In other words, these nation-states construct Filipino health 
care workers as faceless heroes to justify this exploitation.   

These reactions to the global pandemic illustrate what Robyn 
Rodriguez (2010, x) calls the labor brokerage state, which she defines 
as “the neoliberal strategy that is comprised of institutional and 
discursive practices through which the Philippine state mobilizes its 
citizens and sends them abroad to work for employers throughout 
the world while generating a ‘profit’ from the remittances that 
migrants send back to their families and loved ones remaining in the 
Philippines.” The Commission on Filipinos Overseas estimates that 
10.2 million OFWs, of which 56 percent are female, are working in 
more than two hundred countries and territories (Commission on 
Filipinos Overseas, n.d.). The precarity of OFWs is amplified in the 
context of COVID-19 because of the high number of Filipinos that 
work as care workers, which can be defined as work that “entails face-
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to-face contact and refers to the provision of a service that develops 
the human capabilities of the recipient” (Parreñas 2015, 47). This 
includes professions such as nursing, domestic aid, elderly care, and 
childcare.3 Employers typically prefer women to fill these positions 
because of the gendered perceptions of care and nurturing resulting 
in a high percentage of female migrants (Parreñas 2015). 

I turn toward diasporic theories as an analytical framework 
to understand the flow of care workers after 1973, when President 
Ferdinand Marcos institutionalized labor migration.4 While there has 
been a long line of scholars who analyzed the demand for laborers 
and the unequal distribution of Filipinos in this globalized economy, 
many preferred to use a comparative framework and ethnographic 
data to understand the material, affective, and discursive flows. 
Historian Catherine Ceniza Choy (2003) argues that the American 
colonial education system created the preconditions that mediate 
the transnational exchange of nurses between the United States 
and the Philippines. However, Choy does not expand this analysis 
to understand how it is precisely these colonial preconditions that 
globalized the contemporary migration of OFWs across multiple 
English-speaking host lands. In Rhacel Salazar Parreñas’s Servants 
of Globalization (2015), she compares the Filipina experience of 
navigating the international division of reproductive labor between 
Rome and Los Angeles, but she does not unpack the colonial 
histories of these structures. Alternatively, Robyn Rodriguez (2010) 
roots the demand and flow of care workers as a continuation of 
the labor brokerage system. She primarily analyzes the structures 
of neoliberal global capitalism as it is mobilized by the Philippine 
nation-state but does not analyze the agency of Filipino subjects. 
These studies represent three methodological frameworks in the field 
of Filipino labor studies: US-centric historical model, comparative 
ethnography of overseas laborers, and ethnography of state agencies. 
These intellectual camps essentialize the diasporic experience for the 
ways they center the United States as a representative of the diasporic 
experience, limit the scope from two locations in the diaspora, and 
totalize state power. Through a diasporic approach that centers on 
the everyday conditions of dislocation structured by colonialism and 
the Philippine nation-state, I acknowledge the shared experiences of 
care workers across the diaspora while also acknowledging that the 
material and visual flows the nation-state relies on are flexible and 
locally mediated.5
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Through a diaspora studies framework, I also centralize the 
art-making practices of Filipino artists working in different host 
lands. Although David and Wofford have settled permanently in the 
diaspora and occupy a relatively privileged position in comparison to 
the experience of post-1970s care laborers, a difference that Vicente 
Rafael (2000) emphasizes6, their position as racialized and gendered 
subjects in colonial metropoles offers them an intimate perspective 
with living between nations or what Donna Haraway (2002) calls 
“situated knowledges.”7 As Lizza May David said in an interview, 
“Claiming the space of the diaspora is intertwined with the story 
of the OFW.”8 Diasporic frameworks acknowledge the hybridity of 
subjectivities, which Stuart Hall (1990, 235) describes as “constantly 
producing and reproducing themselves anew, through transformation 
and difference.” Diaspora can also be thought of as a method 
employed by displaced subjects to negotiate with the ways they have 
been positioned through intersecting and overlapping forms of power 
(225).  Hall notes that it is through cultural production that artists 
cohere their experience with labor displacement. He states, “Crucially, 
such images offer a way of imposing an imaginary coherence on the 
experience of dispersal and fragmentation, which is the history of 
all enforced diasporas” (224). It is through imagining the homeland 
and as a result of the “rift” between diasporas and the homeland that 
artists resist and reconstruct “dominant regimes of cinematic and 
visual representation of the West” (225). For both Jenifer Wofford 
and Lizza May David, this manifests in an artistic practice that I call 
counter-production. 

IMMIGRATION HALLUCINATIONS AND 
DAYDREAMS

Jenifer K. Wofford is a San Francisco-based artist and educator who 
works primarily in performance, illustration, and installation. She is 
also known as one of the three members of the camp-performance 
group Mail Order Brides//M.O.B. alongside artists Reanne Estrada 
and Eliza Barrios. In both her solo artistic practice and as a part of 
Mail Order Brides//M.O.B., Wofford explores notions of authenticity, 
gender roles, and US colonization in the Philippines. Indeed, many of 
her projects focus on destabilizing Western notions of a monolithic 
Filipina identity. This is partially due to her own subject position as a 
mixed-race Filipina who traveled and grew up in several cities. 
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In her artist statement she describes her practice as being 
“informed by hybridity, history, calamity and global culture: it’s the 
intercultural creative logic of a Filipina-American raised in Hong 
Kong, the UAE, Malaysia, and California, as well as that of a longtime 
educator in a diverse range of communities” (Wofford 2014). In an 
interview with Wei Ming Deriotis in 2010, Wofford explains that 
it is precisely her mixed-race identity that has informed her artistic 
choices. She notes, 

Probably the richest source of material in my work of 
the past decade has been both Filipino culture as well 
as a hybridized sense of A/P/A [Asian Pacific American] 
culture. Perhaps more than my own specific ethnicity/
culture, I think I’ve been far more influenced by the wide 
variety of experiences and cultures I’ve been participating 
in over the years. One’s conception of one’s ‘culture’ is 
such a construct, an amalgamation of many, many other 
things than blood. (Kina and Dariotis 2013, 45)

In her own words, Wofford indicates that she is not interested 
in exploring her subjectivity, instead she is focusing on the ways 
identities have been constructed and objectified. She challenges this 
by showing the hybridity of identities and the ways displaced peoples 
negotiate these authenticating processes. 

A large body of her work explores the figure of the Filipina 
nurse including Nurse (2007), Point of Departure, Flor 1973-78, and 
MacArthur Nurses I (2009). Performance studies scholar Jonathan 
Magat (2020) notes in his article analyzing the series Nurse that 
Wofford first began exploring these themes as an MFA student at 
UC Berkeley where she met Catherine Ceniza Choy. Through Choy’s 
mentorship, Wofford learned about the interconnected history of 
contemporary nurse migration to the United States and American 
colonization in the Philippines or what Choy (2003, 3) calls an 
“empire of care.”9 As Choy explores in her book Empire of Care: 
Nursing and Migration in Filipino American History (2003), Wofford 
discovered that American forces instituted a colonial education 
system that inculcated Filipinas in a modernizing project through 
ideas of sanitation, decorum, and gendered labor. Choy argues that 
colonization laid four preconditions that paved the way for nurse 
migration to the United States and internationally: an Americanized 
professional nursing training, English-language fluency, Americanized 
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work culture, and gendered notions of nursing as women’s work. 
This colonial history is best exemplified in Jenifer Wofford’s 

MacArthur Nurses I, which is based on the iconic staged image of 
General Douglas MacArthur arriving at the shores of Leyte in the 
Philippines. In her rendition, Wofford reconstructs this image by 
replacing American soldiers with Filipina nurses as either “emerging 
through the surf, conquering some new land, or perhaps just returning 
to their homes after many years away” (Kina and Dariotis 2013, 47). 
Wofford draws a clear connection between the arrival of American 
military forces in the Philippines and the dispersal of Filipina care 
workers across different oceans. Wofford’s decision to reconstruct the 
photograph of General Douglas MacArthur is also a commentary 
on the creation of images as an integral part of the colonial project. 
This staged photograph perpetuated notions of American manhood 
and conquest that justified the occupation of the Philippines just as 
an imagined overdetermined disposable Philippine labor force was 
constructed by the nation-state.10 An aspect of Wofford’s art practice 
is to connect the history of American colonization and the migration 
of labor. 

While Wofford recognizes the impact of American colonization 
on the migration of care workers in her other works, Point of Departure 
moves beyond a critique of American colonization. It challenges 
official image-making processes that construct Filipina care workers 
as heroes of the nation and shows the localized subjectivities of care 
workers. Although the nurse represented in Point of Departure remains 
nameless, she is not the faceless subject of the national imaginary. 
The paintings that make up the installation show the colorful life 
of a Filipina beyond her occupation. Wofford’s use of a pastel color 
palette with shades of bubble gum pink and baby blue alongside 
shades of grey and dark blue is indicative of her desire to represent 
the complexity of the mundane. Point of Departure traces a non-linear 
emplotment (Ileto 1997) of the everyday life of a Filipina nurse to 
combat narratives of productivity, success, and upward mobility that 
so often pervade the discourse on immigrant laborers (Gopinath 
2018).

In one frame, the Filipina is seen standing in front of a market 
stall that sells fresh produce—including durian, bananas, and 
mangosteen. This could be a stall located in a palengke or wet market 
in the Philippines, but there are no other discernible markers to say 
for certain. In another image, the same Filipina is sitting in what 
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looks like a classroom, hunched over a wooden desk with a pen or 
pencil propped in her hands. She is surrounded by other Filipinas 
who are sitting straight and attentive as if they are listening in earnest 
to a teacher at the front of the class. She could be staring down at 
an unseen paper, writing notes fervently. Maybe she is uninterested 
in the lecture and looking down at her desk in boredom or doodling 
mindlessly. In a different painting, she is depicted sitting at the edge 
of a bed dressed in her nurse uniform with a bright red suitcase on the 
floor. She sits slightly slumped over with a small frown on her face as 
she looks away toward the lower right field of the painting suggesting 
that she is tired, dejected, or nervous. In all these representations, the 
nurse reveals intimate moments of her life while maintaining a sense 
of ambiguity and privacy. 

Even in the paintings where she is seen engaged in some form of 
labor, it is never represented as heroic. For example, in the foreground 
of the painting, a patient whose head is wrapped in gauze is sitting 
at the edge of their hospital bed with their back facing the viewer. In 
the background of the painting, the nurse is seen standing partially in 
a doorway on the right as if she is apprehensively entering the room 
and hiding behind the wall. In another painting, she is seen pulling 
or folding fluffy white sheets. Her brows are furrowed and her lips 
pulled in a tight frown with tufts of hair poking out of her coiffed 
bun revealing the strain and rigor of her job. 

Other images are much more bizarre and surreal. For instance, 
in one painting, the façade of the hospital where she works is 
overshadowed by two large feet wearing the white shoes and stockings 
of a nurse uniform. Behind the building is a smokestack spewing 
gas alluding to the production of laborers. In a different image, a 
durian-shaped sun is enlarged to reveal a root system that has grown 
out of the fruit. These roots latch onto the body of the nurse in 
another painting just as a cloud of sheets seems to suffocate her. By 
interspersing this installation with surreal images, Wofford seems 
to traverse between reality, dreams, hallucinations, and nightmares 
without a way for the viewer to differentiate or distinguish between 
them. Indeed, in three images included in the installation, the nurse 
is seen daydreaming and looking off into the distance either at a 
window, on the roof, or towards the ocean (see figure 2). Her gaze can 
be read as either melancholic, wistful, nostalgic, hopeful, or earnest 
as if she is on the brink of awaiting some change. Perhaps then Point 
of Departure is about the physical and imagined movement between 
spaces that make up the migrant worker experience. 
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Figure 2. Jenifer Wofford, Point of Departure, 2007: POD 
31-leaning on roof 

The display of these frames implies that Wofford is interested 
in representing a non-linear movement across time and space. The 
jigsaw-like pattern demands the viewer to read back and forth 
between images, moving both laterally and vertically. In other words, 
there is no beginning, middle, or end. Rather, these images should 
be read as a temporal mapping across a network of spaces both real 
and imagined thereby disrupting a progressivist and unidirectional 
narrative. Wofford (2015) notes on the description of Point of 
Departure found on her website, “The paintings have been shown 
in multiple venues in a variety of combinations, each suggesting 
different narrative arcs. Static images aren’t really all that static: the 
same story can be told multiple ways.” I want to add to Wofford’s 
analysis to complicate images and narratives of nurses and propose 
that the different assembly of frames across multiple venues implies 
that there are multiple stories evoked through these images. Perhaps 
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for each exhibition cycle, a different nurse is rendered and represented 
in a different region. I argue that Point of Departure makes visible a 
network of care workers across the diaspora who share a history of 
navigating colonialism and global capitalism but make sense of their 
own unique experiences at their place of occupation.  

Another work of art by Jenifer Wofford, Flor 1973-78 (also 
known as Flor de Manila y San Francisco), further reinforces the 
multiplicity evoked in Point of Departure. A year after Wofford 
completed the installation Point of Departure, Flor 1973-78 was 
completed in association with the San Francisco Arts Commission 
for their “Market Street Program.” The project culminated in six 
posters that were publicly displayed on bus kiosks on Market Street 
in San Francisco, CA. The project follows the life of a fictional 
character named Flor Villanueva for six years between 1973 and 
1978. For each year of Flor’s life, Wofford created a poster that was 
displayed sequentially along Market Street. As pedestrians walked 
along Market Street, they also traced Flor’s steps as it intersected with 
cultural and political events that occurred locally in San Francisco. 
These moments are rendered in the same style and composition as 
Point of Departure. 

Many of the images from Flor 1973-78 are reminiscent of Point 
of Departure. Each poster is composed of five to seven illustrations 
of Flor arranged as comic book panels similar to the composition 
of Point of Departure. In the first poster, Wofford even repurposes a 
painting from Point of Departure of the nurse fixing her nursing cap 
on her head. In the 1974 poster, Wofford replicates the composition 
of a painting in Point of Departure where the nurse is gazing at the 
durian-shaped sun from the rooftop. Instead of a roof, Flor is at her 
home gazing deeply at the San Francisco fog through the window 
that is above her sink. The compositional and stylistic similarities 
suggest that perhaps Flor 1973-78 is one of the narrative arcs evoked 
in Point of Departure. The title of Point of Departure is not just a 
reference to a moment when care workers leave the homeland, but 
that the paintings in the installation offer a point of departure to a 
particular story in the diaspora not physically rendered. Flor 1973-
78 opens a window into one of the many diverse stories that can 
be evoked from Point of Departure. Wofford shows the viewer that 
care workers make sense of their displacement based on the specific 
political and cultural milieu of their host lands. Wofford employs a 
form of counter-production by illustrating care workers as a part of 
the social fabric of their new host land outside of their occupations. 
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Flor negotiates her displacement from the Philippines as a 
result of the violence and economic instability of martial law. In 
“Flor 1973: Skylab,” the turbulence of martial law is rendered as the 
swelling winds of a storm that force palm trees to bend and sway. 
Under this image, a caption reads, “Some people think martial law 
is a good thing. Tell that to my brother, who’s been missing for six 
months. We know he’s alive, but he’s in hiding. For good reason.” 
Below this caption is an image of Flor putting on her nurse cap 
with a caption that states, “With Totoy gone, someone had to help 
the family. Turned out to be me” (Wofford 2008). In these images, 
Wofford gives us insight into the mass migration of OFWs that was 
promoted by Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos to alleviate the 
economic failures that were the result of large sums of IMF loans 
and free trade agreements that depreciated the Philippine peso 
(Rodriguez 2010). In the hopes of curtailing economic disaster, 
Ferdinand Marcos announced Presidential Decree 442 in 1974 that 
created the Overseas Employment Development Board, the Bureau 
of Employment Services, and the National Seamen Board. In 1973, 
the year of Flor’s arrival in San Francisco, the Philippine government 
also rolled out the figure of the balikbayan, a new glorified way to 
refer to Filipino migrants living abroad.11 In an attempt to challenge 
the prevailing sentiment that overseas Filipinos were betrayers of the 
nation, balikbayans were given incentives to return “home” (Rafael 
2000). Just as Marcos was asking for long-term overseas Filipinos to 
return home, he was also pushing out care workers to work for the 
nation and weaponizing political allies against his critics. 

Wofford challenges this idealization of the migrant experience 
during the Marcos presidency by speaking about the violence of 
martial law as it affected her family and subsequent displacement. The 
1977 poster titled “Redevelopment” shows that Flor’s engagement 
with local issues is a direct result of witnessing her brother go into 
hiding for protesting martial law. In particular, the viewer is given 
insight into her opinions regarding the eviction of Filipino elderly 
bachelors, called manongs, from the International Hotel.12 She is seen 
working at a local soup kitchen serving a smartly dressed manong 
and even protesting on the street with a sign that reads “stop the 
evictions.” Below this painting, the caption reads, “But Totoy’s 
activism in Manila runs in the family, I guess,” referencing both 
the personal and political history of her homeland and the way she 
makes sense of her identity as a migrant Filipina in San Francisco 
(Wofford 2008).
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As Choy (2015) notes, Wofford renders an alternative vision 
of the care worker experience that challenges the conventional 
representation of nurses as commodified units of labor by showcasing 
the mundane everyday scenes of displacement. Unlike Choy, however, 
I do not think that Wofford is attempting to humanize or bring dignity 
to the migrant experience, a narrative that is so often mobilized to 
naturalize the migrant experience or render assimilation as the natural 
course of immigration (Lowe 1991). By reading Flor 1973-78 and 
Point of Departure as interconnected projects, I argue that Wofford 
is countering the official images of care workers by fracturing the 
care worker experience into multiple narratives while recognizing the 
structural inequalities that informed their displacement in the first 
place. 

SPIRITUAL ENCOUNTERS AND 
TRANSFORMATIONS

Sitting in a car of a moving light-rail train, the viewer is shown the 
bustling cityscape of Metro Manila. As the train slows and reaches 
its stop, the viewer is shown the name of a woman alongside the 
length of her stay in Israel working as a domestic worker. This scene 
of departure and arrival reoccurs four other times throughout the 
approximately hour-long ethnographic documentary titled Cycles of 
Care. In total, artist and documentarian Lizza May David and her 
collaborator Claudia Liebelt document interviews with five women—
Linda, Beebee, Amy, Lena, and Ludy—who have returned to Manila 
after working in Israel as domestic workers for elderly employers 
for between six to twenty years. Since the mid-1990s, Filipina care 
workers, who make up over 90 percent of the Filipino care worker 
population in Israel, were recruited to support the privatization of 
the geriatric care system.13 Throughout the documentary, both David 
and Liebelt can be seen asking questions, looking at travel materials, 
interacting with family members, and listening attentively to their 
interviewees. However, the voices and bodies of the care workers 
dominate the approximate ten-minute slot in which they are featured. 
For these ten minutes, each Filipina regales their memories of pain, 
joy, longing, pleasure, and sadness they experienced when they were 
working abroad. Among these five stories, artist Lizza May David 
and anthropologist Claudia Liebelt show the viewer stories of labor 
displacement that diverge from national narratives. 
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Claudia Liebelt is an assistant professor of social anthropology 
at the University of Bayreuth. She completed her doctorate in social 
anthropology in Halle. Her primary research interests are Filipina 
domestic workers in Israel and the anthropology of the body. In 2011, 
she published Caring for the ‘Holy Land’: Filipina Domestic Workers in 
Israel. She met David through a mutual friend, which prompted their 
collaboration. 

Artist Lizza May David has spent most of her career exploring 
the condition of Filipina care workers in the diaspora. Some of her 
works are Two Years More (2006), Looking Inwards (2008), Model 
Family Award (2008), and Ludy’s Painting (2011). In her first art 
project addressing Filipina care workers in the diaspora, Two Years 
More (2006), she gave her aunt, Nerry, a film camera to document her 
experience as a care worker in Hong Kong. Indeed, her motivation to 
unpack labor displacement is in part driven by her family’s history with 
migration. In the series Looking Outwards (2008), David investigates 
her cousin Voltaire’s experience working as a seaman on cargo ships. 
Her Filipina mother migrated to Nigeria to teach English where she 
met her stepfather, a German photographer. David’s photographic 
essay, The Unknown Filipina (2010), discusses the migration of her 
mother, the orientalizing gaze of the photographer, and how she 
must navigate these personal histories of power and movement at 
her home in Germany (David 2016). Similar to Jenifer Wofford, 
David’s hybrid identity informs her ability to speak to mechanisms 
of visibility and representation that seek to ossify displaced identities. 
Curator Anna-Lena Wenzel notes that David’s personal experience 
informed her artistic practice:

This knowledge allows her to decide quite consciously 
whether to serve, subvert, or reinforce these mechanisms 
and qualities. Once you have seen through structures, it is 
easier to position yourself and respond to them. Being in-
between also has the advantage that you are constantly 
involved with balancing and connecting entities/contexts/
languages with each other. You become familiar with 
relating to the unusual and the states of tension when 
heterogeneity breaks out. (David 2016, 75)

David sees care workers in the diaspora enact this negotiation 
between spaces especially in the correspondents of her documentary 
Cycles of Care. 
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The title of the documentary refers not only to the unidirectional 
migration of workers from the Philippines to their new host lands 
but the cyclical nature of labor displacement between generations 
of women. Valerie Francisco-Menchavez (2018, 7) refers to this 
as multidirectional care or “the ways in which transnational family 
members activate multiple resources, people, and networks to redefine 
care work in the family.” In the movie, these Filipinas tell Liebelt and 
David how, while they were away, their mothers and sisters would 
take care of their children. During Ludy’s interview, she brings 
Liebelt, David, and her daughter, Chona, to her mother-in-law’s 
house. In this scene, three generations of women explain how they 
are willing to sacrifice for the sake of the family, whether as caretakers 
of children or sending remittances back home. Also, Chona explains 
how it is now her turn to travel abroad to work as a nurse. Amy also 
mentions how she relies on her children to send remittances to her 
after eleven years of working in Israel. While many of these women 
express how they were willing to make a sacrifice and have no regrets 
for leaving their family, the cyclical nature of labor displacement 
erodes the image that remittances alone will uplift these families and 
the national economy. In fact, the collective stories of these women 
show that the wealth they earned abroad does not guarantee long-
term stability. While Lena has been able to purchase a home through 
her remittances, Linda and Beebee both find themselves in the same 
state of poverty they were in when they left the Philippines. By 
showing their current economic status after years of moving back to 
the Philippines, David and Liebelt disrupt the national promise of 
hard work. 

David and Liebelt’s decision to interview care workers after 
they have returned and settled back in the Philippines also allows 
their interviewees to reminisce about their experiences in Israel. 
Some of the care workers fondly recalled their interactions with their 
employers and their families. For example, Ludy says that she grew 
fond of her employer who was experiencing memory loss at the time 
of her employment. She notes, “I love her for almost seven years. I 
treat her like my mother” (David and Liebelt 2011, 41:22). Lena also 
mentions how her employer, “accepted her as her daughter” (33:14) 
because of their shared faith and Lena’s compassion. She further 
explains that it is because of their strong work ethic and empathy 
that Filipinos are generally more desired by employers in Israel.14 
She states, “Most of the employers wants [sic] Filipinos, because, you 
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know, we have compassion . . . We love them like our family . . . We 
are not ashamed of our job as caregivers. It’s a very good job taking 
care of old people” (38:55). Indeed, these narratives conform to the 
nation-state’s image of the heroic care worker. However, David and 
Liebelt also capture divergent stories regarding their employment. 
Beebee notes that she experienced physical punishment from her 
employer when she could not understand his demands: “Every day 
for one year, I just cry and cry. Because it’s hard for me to understand. 
And every time I cannot understand – zack! [makes hitting motion 
with her hand]” (13:19). David and Liebelt also revealed that Linda 
left Israel because her employer turned her in to the Immigration 
Police after twenty-five years of working for the same family without 
proper paperwork.

These care workers also reveal the physical toll of working as a 
domestic laborer in Israel. Amy describes her day-to-day tasks as a 
care worker to a patient who was partially paralyzed. She explained 
that from morning to evening she oversaw his daily functions 
including brushing his teeth, taking him to the toilet, bathing him, 
feeding him for every meal, administering his medicine, and taking 
him for walks. Lena even mentions that she frequently suffers from 
muscle aches and cramps even though she has been retired for many 
years. These OFWs reveal the conditions of working that often go 
unnoticed.

The majority of these interviews are spent talking about their 
activities outside of work in Israel instead of their former employment 
status. In fact, all five women discuss at length the religious pilgrimages 
they went on during their employment, often noting that their travels 
within Israel are the most profound and cherished memories they 
have of their time abroad. I read this emphasis on their faith-based 
excursions as an example of how care workers make sense of their 
displacement based on their localized experiences. For these Filipina 
OFWs, their labor was merely an extension of a much larger and 
more important spiritual experience. Their Catholic faith guided 
them to Israel rather than the employment opportunities available. 
Indeed, Liebelt notes that Filipina care workers begin conceptualizing 
their migration as pilgrimages even before they arrive in Israel. 
This is indicative of what she calls the triadic relationship between 
migration, tourism, and pilgrimage (Liebelt 2010, 246). In addition, 
these religious rites of passage in holy sites such as Jerusalem and 
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Nazareth left an indelible mark on their Catholic faith, which they 
brought back to the Philippines. This is most evident in the ways 
they memorialize and venerate their travels through the display of 
tourist objects and tourist photos.  

Figure 3. Video still of Linda’s altar in Cycles of Care

Hanging above a floating shelf filled with religious icons and 
statues—including a Santo Niño, crucifix, and Mary—is a small 
painting of Mary wrapped in her blue robes holding a baby Jesus 
Christ (see figure 3). Images such as this fill many Filipino homes, 
but what is special about this painting, especially to Linda, is that 
it is a souvenir from her travels to Tel Aviv. The central object of 
worship for her home altar is a memento of her time in Tel Aviv. 
For the other Filipinas interviewed, this was not unusual. On the 
front door of her home, Lena affixed two laminated pieces of paper: 
the Hebrew name of God written in stylized script and the flag 
of Jerusalem. The other care workers commemorate their religious 
journeys through photographs, which they lovingly place in picture 
albums or scrapbooks. For example, Beebee shows David and Liebelt 
an image of her posing in the driver’s seat of a tour bus going to 
a holy site during one of her holiday vacations. Ludy on the other 
hand has magnets on her fridge from places like Jerusalem. How 
they preserve these memories in their homes clearly shows that they 
were moved by their time in Israel. In fact, in their interviews, many 
allude that they were led by their faith in God to travel to Israel. Amy 
says that since she was a little girl she always wanted to go to Israel. 
When the opportunity came, she saw this as a sign from God. She 
notes, “I leave it all to you and you said you would provide my needs 
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so I will leave it all to you: my life. That’s right. You know that I am 
all in faith” (David and Liebelt 2011, 23:30). These care workers saw 
their experience in Israel not through their labor, but as a Catholic 
rite of passage that could only be made in Israel. Just as Flor made 
sense of her experience through the specific socio-cultural milieu of 
San Francisco, so too did these care workers in Israel (Liebelt 2011b). 

These pilgrimages helped these migrant workers make sense of 
their gendered and racialized experiences in Israel. As Liebelt (2010, 
259) suggests, “Filipina migrants’ narratives and understandings 
of Holy Land pilgrimage go beyond the weekend outings they 
occasionally engage in, rather than simply being set apart from 
their everyday lives as care and domestic workers in Israeli private 
homes as the reference to communitas may suggest.” I want to extend 
Liebelt’s argument that their spiritual encounters extend temporally 
and suggest that Cycles of Care also represents a spatial extension that 
changed the ways in which care workers from Israel practice their 
faith in the homeland. This is most cogent in Lena’s interview where, 
as previously mentioned, she blesses her home with the Hebrew 
name of God and the flag of Jerusalem. Throughout her interview, 
she also uses the Hebrew name for God, Elohim, when thanking 
him for the successes in her life. In her living room, she even has 
two menorahs displayed next to her television set. Lena takes Judaic 
symbols and imbues them with new meanings that represent her own 
hybrid subjectivity. I see the display of menorahs as an apt symbol for 
this convergence of faith, place, and migration. David and Liebelt’s 
documentary enact a form of counter-productivity that shows the 
ways care workers in Israel exceed official narratives and form 
localized subjectivities. 

CONCLUSION

Jenifer Wofford and Lizza May David create works of art that are 
counter-productive to the mechanisms of visibility that render care 
workers as a globalized and homogenous workforce in service to 
neoliberal capitalism. Wofford and David show the ways care workers 
simultaneously embody and exceed the racialized and gendered 
stereotypes of labor to provide a more complicated, nuanced, and 
fragmented experience of labor migration. Their artistic subjects 
show that care workers create hybrid identities that make sense 
of the structures of displacement from within the specific socio-
cultural milieu of their host lands. Both Wofford and David insist 
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that our understanding of care workers in the post-1970s moment 
must be historicized, localized, and transnational. An analysis of 
art and visual culture from the diaspora offers an opportunity to 
decenter the nation-state as the primary motivation for migration. 
Visual representations of Filipino laborers by the nation-state seek 
to render OFWs as naturally subservient and flexible heroes of the 
nation to profit from their remittances. By decentering the nation 
and instead centering their lived experience, artists render OFWs in 
their multiplicities and counter the image-making mechanisms that 
support the globalization of labor. It is through artistic guile and 
creativity that Wofford and David can render the everyday moments 
of displacement that trouble both national and academic narratives.

It is through witnessing my own family members navigate the 
joys, perils, and traumas of displacement that I have come to write 
this paper. As news circuits covering COVID-19 rates of infection 
started mobilizing health care workers as heroes of our nation, I saw 
a different story playing out at home. I saw the fear and anger in my 
mother, aunts, and cousins—all care workers—as they were asked to 
suit up in single-use protective gear they used during their last shifts. I 
saw the exhaustion in my mother’s body as she dragged herself out of 
bed after she was called by her manager to come in for an emergency 
shift. I also heard from my mother about the rates of infection in 
her health care team, many of whom are Filipino. Their actions were 
not heroic but evidence of the negotiations Filipino care workers 
must make every day as they face the realities of migration, global 
capitalism, and COVID-19. In the wake of disproportionate deaths 
of Filipina care workers across the world as a result of COVID-19 
and the mobilization of grand narratives that seek to cover these 
deaths, it becomes even more pertinent to study not just the way 
nation-states mobilize image-making mechanisms, but also the way 
care workers exceed these stereotypes. Artists and their art are crucial 
to developing new ways of seeing and knowing the complexity of 
labor displacement in ways that academic and national discourses 
cannot capture; they offer windows into the social world of labor, 
migration, displacement, and alienation. In brief, it is paradoxically a 
nightmare and a dream. 
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NOTES 

1	 In this paper, I use ‘Filipino’ and ‘Filipina’ to reference OFW communities 
and peoples in the Philippines and the diaspora. I use the gender-neutral 
adjective "Filipino" when referencing Filipinos both in the Philippines 
and its diasporas. I specifically use Filipina when referencing female-
identified Filipinas or to stress the female-gendered aspect of labor 
migration. 

2	 According to the Philippine Statistics Authority, OFWs sent back an 
estimated PHP 211.9 billion between April and September 2019 (Mapa 
2020).

3	 It is difficult to gather accurate information on how many OFWs 
are care workers because official figures do not account for rehires, 
undocumented workers, and those that secure employment outside 
of government programs (Parreñas 2015). What can be ascertained, 
however, shows that Filipino care workers are internationally employed 
at high rates. The Bulosan Center for Filipino Studies (2020) found that 
over 20 percent of California’s nurses are Filipino and almost a third 
of Filipinos work in health care-related jobs in the United States. Choy 
(2003) notes that across metropolitan cities in the United States, such as 
New York, New Jersey, Texas, and Florida, Filipino nurses supply a critical 
source of labor. In particular, 18 percent of registered nurses in New 
York City hospitals are Filipino. In 2008, the organization Human Rights 
Watch found that the 1.5 million women domestic workers who work in 
Saudi Arabia are primarily from Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and the Philippines. 
Constable (1997) notes that in 1995 there were approximately 150,000 
foreign domestic workers in Hong Kong of which approximately 130,000 
were from the Philippines. Today, Hong Kong is the third most popular 
destination for OFWs ranking below Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. The demand for OFWs continues to grow even amidst this 
COVID-19 pandemic. In March 2020, it was reported by various news 
agencies including The Guardian that Germany attempted to bring 
Filipino nurses to combat the spread of COVID-19 despite the high 
infection rates in the Philippines.

4	 While many may cite 1974 as the beginning of the institutionalization 
of labor migration in the Philippines due to the signing of Presidential 
Decree 442, I begin the institutionalization of labor migration in 1973 
with the announcement of the balikbayan program, which encourages 
overseas Filipinos to return to the Philippines as tourists. The program 
was meant to bolster the Philippine economy through tourism and OFW 
remittances (Aguilar 2014).
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5	 I take my understanding of the importance of both the homeland and 
host land from what Paul Gilroy referred to as roots and routes. I am 
emphasizing here, however, the multiple routes that can constitute the 
migrant experience. See Clifford (1994) and Gilroy (1993).

6	 For more information see Rafael (2000). 

7	 For more information see Haraway (2002).

8	 Interview with the author on September 2, 2021.

9	 Choy (2003, 3) defines the “empire of care” as the gendered and 
racialized inequalities of health services.

10	 See Wexler (2000) and Gonzalez (2013). 

11	 See Rafael (2000), Rodriguez (2010), and Aguilar (2014).

12	 The International Hotel was the site of an activist struggle that propelled 
the Asian American Movement. San Francisco activists rallied together 
in support of elderly Filipino bachelors, also known as manongs, who 
were being evicted from the International Hotel. For more information 
see the 1983 documentary The Fall of the I-Hotel.

13	 For more information regarding care workers in Israel see Liebelt (2011a).

14	 This was also observed by Rhacel Parreñas (2015) in her interviews with 
care workers in Italy and Los Angeles. 

FIGURES

1	 Jenifer Wofford, Point of Departure, 2007, http://wofflehouse.com/
point-of-departure/. Courtesy of the artist.

2	 Jenifer Wofford, Point of Departure, 2007: POD 31-leaning on roof, 
http://wofflehouse.com/point-of-departure/#jp-carousel-475. Courtesy 
of the artist.

3	 Lizza May David and Claudia Liebelt, video still of Linda’s altar in Cycles 
of Care, 2011. Courtesy of the artist. 
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