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Abstract 

This qualitative research explores the discursive construction of the notion of 

temporary foreign workers, examines in what sense migrant domestic workers can be 

understood as postcolonial subjects, and analyzes the nature of Canada's Temporary 

Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) in the context of the ongoing domestic and global 

debate on labour migration and citizenship. The research focuses on a sub-program of the 

TFWP that allows eligible migrant workers to eventually apply for permanent resident 

status, the Caregiver Program. Using texts from major news media in Canada, federal 

government organizations, academics, and advocacy groups for migrant workers as raw 

material for analysis, the research examines various perspectives on the TFWP and the 

temporary status of migrant workers in Canada through the lens of postcolonial theory. 

Specifically, the research attempts to identify where the discourse intersects and explores 

in what ways key stakeholders discuss, support, or condemn the temporary status of 

migrant workers.  

Keywords: migrant domestic workers; Caregiver Program; postcolonial subjects; 

discourse; Temporary Foreign Worker Program 
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The Domestic Worker as Postcolonial Subject: 
A Policy and Discourse Analysis of the Canadian Government's "Caregiver Program" 
 

Section 1: Introduction 

 The smell of different perfumes, air freshener, bleach, food, and coffee permeates 

the air. Indiscernible voices and conversations muffled by the sounds of aircraft engines, 

heavy suitcases dropping on the conveyor belt, rushed footsteps coming and going, and 

baggage carts screeching filled the space. The fluorescent lighting assaults the eyes, 

forcing people to feel like it is always a bright, happy sunny day here. Emma seems 

unaffected by her surroundings as she waits patiently by the arrival gate. Beside her was a 

large bag filled with a dark wool coat, three pale pink and white winter jackets with 

matching gloves, scarves, and hats. She holds a giant stuffed teddy bear in her arms like a 

parent would hold a young child. It was almost nine years ago when Emma arrived alone 

at this exact place, Edmonton International Airport, to start a new job and life in Canada. 

A crowd arrives. Emma tries to find her husband and children in the sea of faces. Her 

youngest was barely four years old when she left. She sees a man and three young 

women walking in her direction. Floods of tears stream down her face when she sees the 

look in their eyes. Instead of happiness, they seem to have the same sadness and 

confusion like when she had left them and the Philippines for the first time. Because of 

many years of being apart, Emma seemed like a stranger to her husband and children. 

During the nine years Emma was working in Canada, she could only manage three short 

visits to the Philippines. This was mainly due to her financial situation and desire to save 

up for her family's eventual arrival in Canada. However, it was also because most of the 

time her vacation requests did not favour her employer's schedule (Macklin, 1992, pp. 

15-17).  
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 Emma is a migrant domestic worker of Philippine nationality living and labouring 

in Canada. Some people refer to her as a "domestic," others call her the "nanny," or the 

"housekeeper," and many call her a girl even though she is nearing forty and has three 

girls of her own. Before coming to Canada, Emma worked for many years as a supervisor 

in a toy factory in the Philippines. Her business degree and her experience managing a 

family business had helped her get the job. She and her husband were making enough to 

support their family and meet their basic needs. However, to provide a better future for 

their children, they felt that one of them had to pursue opportunities overseas. Canada 

seemed like the ideal destination. It has a caregiver program that would allow her to 

apply for permanent resident status and eventually sponsor her family.  

 Emma's story is not unique. Every year, thousands of Filipino women, many with 

post-secondary education or university degrees, come to Canada to work as domestic 

workers through Canada's Caregiver Program, a component of Canada's Temporary 

Foreign Worker Program (hereafter TFWP) (Kelly, Garcia, Esguerra, & The Community 

Alliance for Social Justice, 2012, p. 79). While the program allows eligible migrant 

domestic workers to apply for permanent resident status after having worked full time for 

two years and eventually sponsor their family, for various reasons many of them must 

wait several years after the prescribed two-year period before they can do so. Although 

the women’s jobs as domestic workers meant they could provide financial support to 

their family back home, many years of separation across continents may strain their 

relationships (Pratt, 2012, pp. 46-47). For example, their children may have gotten 

accustomed to their physical absence as parents.  

Permanent resident status and the chance to bring their family to Canada are a 
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powerful incentive for these women. However, the family’s reunification in Canada after 

years of separation often entails difficult readjustments and is challenged by the new 

socio-economic conditions in their adopted country. To sustain the family in a higher-

cost Canadian society, the women may have to take on extra jobs, which often means 

they have no time to spend with their family to try to redress the consequences of years of 

separation (Kelly et al., 2012). Many of the women who came with formal education, 

professional training, and experiences from the Philippines are deskilled and 

underemployed in their domestic work, as their foreign credentials and Canada’s labour 

market dynamics often combine to limit them to work in low-wage occupations, for 

example, healthcare and hospitality (Tungohan, Banerjee, Chu, Cleto, de Leon, Garcia, 

Kelly, Luciano, Palmaria & Sorio, 2015; Spitzer, 2014; Kelly et al., 2012). 

1.0 Canada's Temporary Foreign Worker Program 

 Each year, thousands of people like Emma, and from different parts of the world, 

travel to Canada to work in Canadian households, farms, and various industries such as 

mining, construction, hospitality and service, through Canada's TFWP. In 2011 alone, 

more than 192,000 migrant workers entered Canada through this program (Government 

of Canada, 2012).  

 The TFWP began in 1973 as the Non-Immigrant Employment Authorization 

Program (CUPE, 2013). Under this program, workers are tied to a specific job and must 

leave Canada when their temporary employment ends (ESDC, 2014). The TFWP has 

been reorganized to deal mainly with the hiring of non-Canadian workers based on 

employer demand to fill specific jobs that are considered low-skill, low-wage, and that 

cannot be filled with Canadians (some categories of temporary foreign workers may 
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include high-skill workers like academics or software engineers). These lower-skill jobs 

may include: seasonal agricultural labourers; fast food, retail and hotel workers; oil patch 

construction employees; or, as in the case of the Caregiver Program, domestic workers 

and caregivers for children or people who are elderly, ill, or disabled (ESDC, 2015 

January 9). The source of workers for this program is primarily developing countries 

(ESDC, 2015 February 25). Essentially, the reorganized TFWP is quite similar to how it 

was initially designed in 1973; that is, the permits to work in Canada allocated to the non-

Canadians are tied to a specific employer. As such, the workers must leave Canada when 

their work with their employer ends.  

1.1 Canada's Caregiver Program  

Canada's Caregiver Program, a component program of the TFWP, allows eligible 

non-Canadians to apply for permanent resident status after completing two years of full-

time live-in work in a private household in Canada authorized by the federal government, 

or after completing 3,900 hours of full-time care work authorized by the federal 

government within a minimum of 22 months (CIC, 2014 December 5). Among the tasks 

typical of domestic work, but varying with the employer, are the following: bathing, 

dressing, and feeding infants and children; caring for all individuals in the home and the 

pets; performing housekeeping duties; planning, preparing, and serving meals, and so on 

(ESDC, 2015 June 4; CIC, 2014 December 5).  

Of note, in November 2014, the federal government introduced various changes 

to the TFWP. The changes included changing the name of the Live-in Caregiver Program 

to Canada's Caregiver Program and introducing a quota restricting the number of migrant 

workers that can apply for permanent resident status and the number of applications that 
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the federal government will accept from workers under this program (CIC, 2014). This 

quota for permanent resident applications also divided the program into two streams of 

workers (i.e., lower-skilled and high-skilled), providing different types of care (i.e., 

childcare and care of people who are disabled or elderly) with each stream having 

different conditions for those who want to apply for permanent resident status. In 

particular, the stream for those providing care of disabled and elderly has higher language 

and educational requirements. 

In April 2015, the federal government presented another change to the TFWP, the 

"cumulative duration rule," which requires migrant workers to leave Canada or stop 

working in the country for four years after working four years cumulatively in the 

country (CIC, 2015). Domestic workers admitted to Canada's Caregiver Program prior to 

the changes introduced in 2014 are not subject to the cumulative duration rule.  

1.2 Research Questions, Research Goals, and Thesis Statement 

 My research is concerned with what the debates on the TFWP and Canada's 

Caregiver Program are really saying in the context of Canada's immigration policy 

history, as well as within the discourse in Canada and globally about labour migration 

and citizenship. Specifically, my research questions are as follows: What can the 

language of Canada's Caregiver Program’s policy documents, mainstream media sources, 

subject matter experts, and advocates for migrant workers reveal about the way domestic 

workers, their nationality, and their location within macroeconomic context and national 

political culture are constituted and signified? What does the literature on postcolonial 

theory as it relates to the global history of migrant workers do by way of helping to 

explain the meaning and significance of Canada's Caregiver Program, the workers in it, 



!
THE!DOMESTIC!WORKER!AS!POSTCOLONIAL!SUBJECT! 12!

and those who advocate for or take a direct interest in them? In other words, how can we 

see the largely female workers in Canada's Caregiver Program as part of an older 

discourse and history relating to colonialism, postcolonialism, and the female migrant 

worker? What might such a postcolonial perspective do by way of enriching our 

understanding of the program and its members, and the reaction to it and them within 

Canada? 

Using discourse and policy analysis, my qualitative research explored the 

discursive construction of temporary foreign workers and analyzed the nature of Canada's 

TFWP to gain insight into the program's inherent complexity. Focusing on Canada's 

Caregiver Program, I examined in what sense migrant domestic workers can be 

understood as postcolonial subjects. Historically, Canada's ideal citizens or members of 

its society were white, British or European males (Sharma, 2006; Thobani, 2007; 

Triadafilopoulos, 2012). Through its immigration policies and programs, Canada had 

constituted and signified the ideal characteristics of its citizens by attributing these 

characteristics to a specific nationality, class, race, and ethnicity (Sharma, 2006; Thobani 

2007; Triadafilopoulos, 2012). Those deemed to have unsuitable characteristics for 

Canada and Canadian society were excluded (Sharma, 2006; Thobani; 2007; 

Triadafilopoulos, 2012).  

 Canada’s Caregiver Program exists at the intersection of two powerful discourses 

that serve to amplify themes and reinforce the subject position of the female Filipinos that 

represent the majority of domestic workers in this country (Kelly, Park, de Leon, & 

Priest, 2011, p. 13). The first discourse, the neoliberalism that largely originated in the 

1980s, constitutes this particular category of migrant worker as people whose work offers 
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privatized compensation to those employing families for the inability of the Canadian 

welfare state to provide essential services in the form of childcare and assistance to the 

elderly and those with disabilities. Simply put, neoliberalism is a political economic 

ideology that views the state as an impediment to economic growth due to excessive 

taxation to fund social services, excessive regulation of economic and labour activities, 

and restrictive trade (Blad, 2011). The second, the far older Western discourse of 

Otherness, one most recently reinvented in postcolonialism after World War II, which 

supports perceptions and social constructs about the identity of a group that is defined by 

its devalued characteristics and subordination to another (Staszak, 2008). The discourse 

of Otherness situates the Filipino women caregivers as docile, nurturing, loyal, and 

tireless workers whose ethnicity and gender combine to make them optimal domestic 

employees (Macklin, 1992. p. 11). The conjunction of these discourses has the effect of 

turning Canada's Caregiver Program into an especially revealing example of how 

neoliberalism simultaneously globalizes and humanizes itself, as neoliberalism draws 

strength from the Othering of the Filipino women even as it is disrupted by that Othering. 

 The goal of my research is to offer a perspective that seems to be missing from 

the current public debate on the TFWP. That is, a perspective that takes a closer look at 

Canada's Caregiver Program and presents the discourses about the migrant domestic 

workers in it. Another goal of my research is to offer a postcolonial perspective that 

analyzes the discourses to identify the colonial structures and relationships that may be 

being perpetuated or reproduced by them. I believe taking this perspective allows me to 

transcend the discussion about the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program beyond a 

policy critique. In my view, this type of approach focuses the attention more on issues 
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related to the structure and administration of these programs. While this is also important, 

I believe doing so constrains the discussion. Specifically, it does not allow exploration 

and understanding of the nature of the programs, which are themselves arguably being 

constituted by historically older and enduring discourses about migrant domestic workers 

-- who they should be, what they should be, and where they should come from. Using a 

postcolonial lens for analysis helped me uncover the ideology or beliefs and assumptions 

supporting the discourses rooted in the historical, macro-economic, political, and cultural 

contexts that may be contributing to recurring human issues with the program. 

1.3 Section Outline  

To situate the discussion on the TFWP and migrant workers in Canada, my 

section two, the literature review, presents some of the perspectives on the key issues 

with the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program, a brief discussion of Canada's 

immigration policy, the political and economic contexts of the TFWP, as well as the 

global context for labour migration. Section three focuses my research design, including 

my rationale for choosing postcolonial theory as my lens for analysis. Finally, in section 

four, I present the findings of my data gathering and discuss their pertinence to my 

research question and topic. 

Section 2: Literature Review 

2.0 Introduction  

My literature review looked at multiple perspectives on the TFWP to learn about 

some of the issues with the program. It sought to gain insights on specific aspects of the 

program that contribute to how migrant workers in Canada are discursively constructed, 

represented, and perceived by some of the key stakeholders in the program. These 
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stakeholders include, but are not limited to, the two principal federal government 

agencies responsible for migrant labour, namely, Citizenship and Immigration Canada 

(CIC) and Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC), Canadian employers, 

labour unions for Canadian workers, and advocacy groups for migrant workers.  

To support my research, my review focused on scholarship analyzing the structure 

of the TFWP and how the program is being implemented and managed at the federal 

government level. I also concentrated on literature discussing how migrant workers in 

Canada, particularly domestic workers, have been represented in Canadian media. 

Additionally, I reviewed policies, reports, press releases, and fact-sheets published by 

CIC and ESDC related to the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program, paying particular 

attention to how the materials refer to migrant domestic workers. Finally, I looked at 

scholarship on postcolonial theory as well as analysis of migration, labour, and 

citizenship through this lens. 

2.1 Perspectives on Key Issues with the TFWP 

“We asked for workers; we got people instead” (Frisch, 1972, p. 93). 

 The TFWP has different streams and involves many actors. My review of 

literature revealed that despite various changes in the TFWP over the years, the same 

human and labour rights violations that characterized the program in its beginnings 

remain and continue to rise. Part of the challenge in addressing some of the recurring 

issues with the TFWP may be attributed to the fact that the program has different streams, 

with each stream outlining different terms and rights for the workers (e.g., standards 

regarding wage, working hours, and benefits). According to Gosset (2006), the different 

streams of the TFWP require a multiple management system, which results in loose 
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organizational control that enables and constrains the actions of the migrant workers 

while bringing immediate advantages to employers. 

In general, the migrant workers do not have access to permanent resident status 

and their positions are tied to the specific labour needs or requirements of Canadian 

employers. Canada's Caregiver Program is an exception. Unlike other TFWP streams, the 

program allows some migrant workers to apply for permanent resident status after two 

years of authorized full-time live-in employment in a private household or 3,900 hours of 

full-time employment as a caregiver in Canada. Historically, the rationale for the promise 

of permanent resident status is primarily to address the low retention rates of workers in 

this occupation group. In the past, workers who came to Canada to perform domestic 

work sought other employment not long after arriving due to poor wages and working 

conditions (Arat-Koc, 1992). This retention issue was addressed by tying eligibility for 

permanent resident status to the requirement that migrant domestic workers live and work 

in the home of their employer for two years.   

 Implementation and management of the TFWP need to be improved. 

Another key issue with the TFWP may be attributed to how it is being implemented and 

managed either at the level of the various countries involved, that of the federal and 

provincial governments, or those of the organizations involved in administering the 

program. At each level, additional decision-makers with varying interests may be 

involved in implementing the program (e.g., non-governmental organizations, unions, 

businesses, industry associations, employment agencies, households, etc.). The multi-

jurisdictional administration of the program results in many and overlapping policies 

operating in the same sectors, making the program difficult to manage for governments 
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and making it challenging to develop labour code protections for the workers (Hennebry, 

2010; Nackache & Kinoshita, 2010; Flecker, 2010). Various advocacy groups supporting 

migrant workers have documented numerous cases of employer fraud and exploitation, 

human trafficking violations, workplace abuses, and labour broker (recruiter and manager 

on behalf of a company) abuses as well as workplace injuries and fatalities associated 

with the TFWP (Flecker, 2010). Where labour code protections exist, the challenge may 

be how to adequately monitor and enforce them (Fudge & MacPhail, 2009). Perla's story 

below is an example of a monitoring and enforcement issue with migrant workers who 

are employed in private homes: 

Perla is a domestic worker who came to Canada from the Philippines. She is 

employed by the Scott family to take care of Ms. Scott, an elderly and sickly 

woman. Perla lives with Ms. Scott and has her own room in the basement. Ms. 

Scott’s son, Richard, comes by on a regular basis to check-in on his mother. 

Richard often comes up close to Perla when he talks and tends to touch her hands 

and shoulders. A few times he came to her room by surprise and made sexual 

comments about Filipino women. She thinks his comments and touching are 

inappropriate. Finally, Perla gets the courage to tell Richard that his comments 

and touching make her feel uncomfortable. He responds by threatening to fire her 

and have her deported (METRAC, 2008, p. 6).   

Perla's story demonstrates the vulnerability of domestic workers in a poorly monitored 

system. Most of the human and labour rights issues with the TFWP in general can also be 

said of Canada's Caregiver Program. Monitoring and enforcing labour protections are 

complicated by the fact that Canada's Caregiver Program involves non-Canadian workers 
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who are employed by private individuals. Moreover, since domestic workers labour 

within a private household and not within the traditional regulated working environment, 

they are made much less visible to the labour law and human rights agencies and codes 

that other workers -- even other migrant workers -- benefit from. 

 Arguably, complex dynamics and relations arise when a private individual 

becomes the employer and a private household becomes the workplace (Macklin, 1992). 

This is the case for migrant domestic workers, who have been constituted by the 

Canadian state and society through the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program as the 

“Other.” Specifically, they are the group of workers from developing countries who are 

hired to fill the job that employers claim cannot be filled with Canadians. Domestic work 

has been constituted nationally and globally throughout history as a less valuable or 

undesirable occupation because it involves manual labour that is considered low-skill, 

tedious, and dirty (e.g., cleaning the house and bathrooms, washing dirty clothes and dirty 

dishes, ironing). While it is still generally considered as women's work, women with 

choices and status in the society do not voluntarily choose this type of labour. Those who 

have the means employ workers who they would not have any difficulty assigning these 

tasks, which they themselves do not appreciate or respect. These workers often belong in 

a class, race, ethnicity or cultural background that the employers consider as not equal to 

theirs (Macklin, 1992, p. 16).  

While obviously not a member of the household, the Other performs activities 

that used to be the responsibility of family members, including those that family members 

would not care to do. On a daily basis, this Other is on intimate terms with its employer 

and the members of the household. Additionally, the Other’s application to remain in 
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Canada as permanent residents are linked to references from their employer (Macklin, 

1992, p. 22). As such, their employer is given a notable amount of power to test and 

confirm their suitability to become members of Canadian society and to stay in Canada 

permanently. Since they cannot be represented by labour unions in Canada, migrant 

domestic workers must rely on themselves to find and form networks and communities 

that could offer them support. There are various types of networks across the country that 

provide support to migrant domestic workers, which range from addressing abusive work 

conditions to organizing and mobilizing domestic workers and lobbying at the 

government level to change policies concerning them, for example, Philippine Women 

Centre of Ontario.  

 The ideology behind the TFWP needs to be examined. Dauvergne & 

Marsden (2013) argued that there are fundamental assumptions underlying the temporary 

foreign worker debate that function ideologically. These assumptions shape social 

consciousness and construct meanings and values about temporary labour migration, 

which influence and reinforce particular relationships between employers, workers, as 

well as sending and receiving countries.  

 As can be demonstrated by the history of Canada's Caregiver Program and the 

continued presence of migrant domestic workers in many Canadian households, the 

temporariness of migrant workers and the work they do are often not at all temporary. 

While Canada's Caregiver Program provides a pathway for eligible domestic workers, 

many of the domestic workers often stay in domestic work longer than the two-year 

requirement. One of the reasons for this is due to the fact that they have difficulty 

transitioning to another occupation because they lose some of their professional skills 
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after being employed in domestic work (Kelly et al., 2012). In addition, their foreign 

credentials, which were not recognized to begin with, become even less valuable to them. 

Another reason could be a delay in attaining permanent resident status compounded by 

the financial situation of the domestic worker (Kelly et al., 2012). Part of the eligibility 

requirement for permanent resident status is the ability to demonstrate that applicants 

have certain amount of funds to support themselves in Canada. This amount is 

substantially higher for those wanting to sponsor their family. The application also 

involves processing fees, which increase depending on the number of persons the 

applicants would like to sponsor.  

 Canada's Caregiver Program also demonstrates that the labour market is not an 

equal playing field. For the migrant domestic workers to enter or remain, they must rely 

on Canada's decisions to create a market for their work, in addition to the ongoing 

demand of Canadian employers for their presence. They must also rely on the ability of 

their home countries to create the supply and promote the marketability of their labour, as 

well as negotiate and monitor the conditions for their participation.  

 The role of the home countries in the labour market can be illustrated by some of 

the activities of the Philippine state domestically and internationally (Guevarra, 2010; 

Rodriguez, 2008; Rodriguez 2010). For example, the website of the Philippine 

Department of Tourism presented Filipino workers along with the country's natural 

wonders and tourist attractions, reifying the identity of Filipinos at home and overseas as 

natural hard workers (Guevarra, 2010, p. 2). The Philippine state also constructs and 

promotes its citizens as ideal workers by marketing Filipinos overseas as "the hottest 

global labour commodity" because of their education, English-language fluency, and 
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"tender loving care" attitude (Guevarra, 2010, p. 2). Filipino women, in particular, are 

constructed as "docile," "caring," and "meticulous migrant care workers" (Rodriguez, 

2008). Through its labour agreements with other countries and government mechanisms, 

the Philippine state formalizes the role of Filipino women as ideal workers. Rodriguez 

(2008) discussed the role of Philippine embassies and consular offices (e.g., International 

Labor Affairs Service) in creating the demand for the labour of Filipino workers. 

Rodriguez (2008) also noted that various Philippine government agencies (e.g., the 

Philippine Overseas Employment Administration) ensure that Filipino women workers 

are trained and certified according to the needs of the countries receiving their labour.  

Finally, the notion of rights cannot address the inequality of the migrant workers, 

who have been imagined by Canada and Canadian society as the Other -- the temporary, 

foreign worker. That is, they are those who exist in the country solely to perform the 

work that the citizens cannot or will not do. They do not belong to the society and must 

leave when their labour is no longer required. They are those who work in the private 

sphere so that Canadian citizens or those otherwise wealthy enough to employ domestic 

workers could participate in public life, performing activities that the society deems more 

valuable than housekeeping, cleaning, or childcare. The subordinate position of migrant 

domestic workers to Canadian workers performing the same work is considered 

acceptable and justified. This is because they, as the Other, can apply after a specific 

amount of time in the program for what the Canadian state and society have signified as a 

reward -- a permanent resident status in Canada or a promise of eventual membership in 

the society.  



!
THE!DOMESTIC!WORKER!AS!POSTCOLONIAL!SUBJECT! 22!

2.2 Historical Context 

Throughout history, many countries around the globe have relied on migrant 

workers to support their political and economic development. At present, many countries, 

including Canada, have migrant worker programs that are intended to fill specific labour 

needs, for example, those that require workers and skills that are not available in the 

country. Canada's TFWP has been around for many decades and many migrant workers 

return year after year to perform the same contract jobs, making the program and migrant 

workers seem permanent rather than temporary components of the country's social and 

economic landscape (Nackache & Kinoshita, 2010, p. 2). Although Canada's Caregiver 

Program has had different labels over the years (i.e., Foreign Domestic Movement 

Program and Live-in Caregiver Program), its structure and members have stayed nearly 

the same.  

As mentioned above, while the program permits the workers to apply for 

permanent resident status and technically change employment after two years, for various 

reasons, many of the workers tend to stay in domestic or work or within the same area of 

work (e.g., babysitting, cleaning, elderly care, etc.) for several more years. Moreover, the 

program continues to have migrant domestic workers who are primarily from developing 

countries.  

At the end of the First World War until the end of the Second World War, migrant 

domestic workers came from Canada's non-preferred countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe, such as Poland, Romania, the Soviet Union, and Hungary (Hsiung, 2010). In the 

1950s until the 1970s, domestic workers were primarily from the Caribbean. The 

domestic workers came through Canada's Caribbean Domestic Scheme, which was 
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eliminated by the Non-Immigrant Employment Authorization Program in 1973 (now the 

TFWP) and later replaced by what is now called Canada's Caregiver Program. In the last 

few decades, the domestic workers have been mainly female and originating from the 

Philippines. As a result, Filipino women have become a permanent component of 

Canada's private households and, when visible, its public life as domestic workers or 

caregivers.  

In addition, there is an increasing trend in Canada for work classified as low-skill 

or positions that generally do not require more than secondary education or trade 

certification. This trend coincides with a shift to source workers from poorer countries 

such as Mexico and the Philippines (Dauvergne & Marsden, 2013, p. 532) -- a relation 

between labour-sending states and receiving states that resembles the economic and 

power relations that were present during colonial times. This trend also seems to 

accompany a gender-specific and country-specific division of the migrant labor market; 

males from Mexico work in the agricultural sector, and females from the Philippines 

work in the domestic and caregiving sectors.  

 Canada's history and trend in immigration policy provide insights on the 

government's perspective on who should be allowed to work and settle in the country. 

During the late 19th century and early 20th century, Canada focused on nation building 

and ensured that its population maintained a "British" character (Watt, Krywulak, et al., 

2008). In particular, Canada's immigration policy established the preferred and non-

preferred countries of origin for Canada's sources of people and their racial 

characteristics, favouring those born or naturalized British, American, and northern 

European citizens as ideal immigrants (Kelly & Trebilcock, 2010; Triadafilopoulos, 
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2012). People from southern and eastern Europe were also accepted if they had skills that 

Canada needed during periods of economic growth but their entry was closely regulated 

during a downturn (Triadafilopoulos, 2012). People from other regions were also allowed 

entry if they were sponsored by a close relative already settled in Canada. However, other 

people who belonged to racial or ethnic groups deemed unsuitable to climatic, social, 

labour, health, and other conditions in Canada identified by the government were 

excluded or discouraged from entering the country (Triadafilopoulos, 2012).  

 In the 1930s and 1940s, Canada's immigration policy became even more 

restrictive as a result of extreme unemployment rates and the disruptions caused by 

World War II (Watt et al., 2008). Except for British subjects and American citizens, the 

government did not allow most people from other countries to settle in Canada. A speech 

before Parliament by Mackenzie King in 1947, the Prime Minister at that time, 

emphasized the view that Canada did not want to alter the character of its population by 

allowing immigration from Asia: 

The government will seek by legislation, regulation and vigorous administration, 

to ensure the careful selection and permanent settlement of such numbers of 

immigrants as can advantageously be absorbed in our national economy….With 

regard to the selection of immigrants, much has been said about discrimination. I 

wish to make quite clear that Canada is perfectly within her rights in selecting the 

persons whom we regard as desirable future citizens. It is not a “fundamental 

human right” of any alien to enter Canada. It is a privilege. It is a matter of 

domestic policy…. There will, I am sure, be general agreement with the view that 

the people of Canada do not wish, as a result of mass immigration, to make a 
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fundamental alteration in the character of our population. Large-scale immigration 

from the orient would change the fundamental composition of the Canadian 

population. Any considerable oriental immigration would, moreover, be certain to 

give rise to social and economic problems of a character that might lead to serious 

difficulties in the field of international relations. Canada recognizes the right of all 

other countries to control the entry or non-entry of persons seeking to become 

permanent residents. We claim precisely the same right for our country. (Canada 

House of Commons Debate, 1947, pp. 2644-2646) 

This speech set the tone for Canada's subsequent immigration policies. For example, 

Canada introduced the 1952 Immigration Act, which stipulated specific criteria for 

determining who can be accepted or denied admission to Canada, such as nationality, 

citizenship, occupation, class, or geographical area of origin, as well as characteristics 

more cultural in their substance, for example, customs, habits, and lifestyle 

(Triadafilopoulos, 2012).  

 During the post-WWII period, there was some openness to diversification of 

immigration and transformation of Canada's demographic structure, with some areas 

being more open and others more targeted depending on the identified social and 

economic needs. This openness could be attributed to various historical events (e.g., the 

rise of international human rights culture and civil rights movement), which discredited 

immigration selection criteria based on nationality, race, and ethnicity and replaced them 

with those based on people's merit and humanitarian considerations (Sharma 2006; Watt, 

Krywulak, et al., 2008; Triadafilopoulos, 2012).  

 For example, in 1967, Canada introduced a point system aimed to assess the 
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suitability of potential immigrants and the relatives they would like to bring into the 

country (Watt, Krywulak, et al., 2008). The point system evaluated their educational 

credentials, labour market potential (e.g., possession of certain training or skills), and 

language competency in English and/or French. Essentially, the introduction of the points 

system shifted Canada's immigration focus from cultural preferences (i.e., British or 

European in general) to class preferences. Later on, potential immigrants had to prove 

that they help address immediate labour market issues, could contribute to the country's 

longer-term economic policies and priorities, have proficiency in English or French, 

and/or ability to adjust to changing labour market circumstances. Further changes were 

made to the system to recognize immigrants based on their experience and education 

relative to identified occupational categories (Watt, Krywulak, et al., 2008). Arguably, 

the change also had racial and ethnic components given that the preferred language is 

English and French. While many other languages are spoken in Canada, English and 

French are the official languages recognized by the state. They are also the required 

languages and cultural references to be able to participate in Canada's labour market and 

Canadian society at large.  

 At present, the categories for Canada’s permanent resident program separate 

applicants by economic classes and non-economic classes (CIC, 2015, April 16). These 

categories have significant impact on the eligibility of some migrant workers under the 

TFWP, particularly those under Canada's Caregiver Program, who wish to apply for 

permanent resident status. For instance, there is increased focus on assessing the 

suitability of applicants by their identified contributions to the development of Canadian 

economy. However, because of the nature of their work, the contributions of domestic 
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workers in the economy and in society are not quantified and documented officially. As 

such, they are made invisible and assumed not to have value (Arat-Koc, 1989). 

Considering this, the domestic workers themselves may be perceived as not contributing 

to the economy and may be deemed as less qualified candidates for permanent resident 

status. For example, we could compare a domestic worker to another applicant who may 

not have the required language proficiency but is able to invest funds in the country. 

2.3 Political and Economic Contexts of the TFWP  

 To understand the mainstream discourse about the TFWP and migrant workers in 

Canada, it is necessary to also look at the political and economic factors that may be 

shaping the conversation, which also include Canada's policies on immigration and 

citizenship. As Goldring (2010) noted:  

Immigration policy determines who is allowed to enter the country and under 

what terms, while citizenship policy establishes eligibility criteria, rules and 

timelines for the acquisition of citizenship. Together, they mediate several 

fundamental aspects of society, citizenship and nation .... These policies and 

related ideology also shape implicit and explicit ideals and claims about who is of 

the nation, and who is (really) Canadian. (p. 53) 

As described in the previous section, Canada's immigration and citizenship policies have 

asserted the ideal members of Canadian society. These policies have also supported 

discourses about who should be allowed to enter and settle in Canada, their 

characteristics, and their country of origin. 

The TFWP was introduced in 1973 during the period when neoliberalism in its 

various forms was beginning to be the prevalent political and economic approach used by 



!
THE!DOMESTIC!WORKER!AS!POSTCOLONIAL!SUBJECT! 28!

many governments across the world, particularly those of the Western countries 

(Mitchell, 2004). In general, this meant government policies favoured reduced influence 

of the state in the economy, privatization, fiscal austerity, deregulation (e.g., employment 

standards regulation), free trade, and reduction in government spending, particularly with 

regard to social programs (e.g., social assistance, employment insurance). In Canada, the 

neoliberal influence can also be observed in the trend in the country's immigration policy 

and the government's treatment of migrant domestic workers. Specifically, Canada's 

immigration policy is increasingly more oriented towards the country's labour market 

needs and employers' interests (Mitchell, 2004). As can be demonstrated by recent 

changes to Canada's immigration policy and the TFWP, non-Canadian workers are 

generally perceived as economic inputs and/or supply of skills and labour, rather than 

people. 

2.4 Global Context  

 Temporary labour migration programs like the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver 

Program are not new phenomena in the global political economic landscape. Historically, 

various countries around the world have relied on these types of programs to address 

labour and skills shortages and to promote their social and economic development 

(Lenard & Straehle, 2010). For example, since the 19th century, Canada has had 

established programs to import domestic workers from overseas (e.g., Britain, Caribbean, 

the Philippines). These programs have and continue to assist middle- and upper-middle 

class women in Canada with the labour in their household and other domestic 

responsibilities, enabling them to participate more freely in Canadian society (Lee & 

Johnstone, 2013; Pratt, 1997). In general, temporary labour migration programs invite 
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people from other countries to work in industries that are experiencing labour shortages; 

participating employers are required to demonstrate that they have attempted to recruit 

citizens but none were available to do so. The workers are typically offered short-term 

contracts, ranging from several months to a few years. The contracts tend to come with 

certain mobility and employment conditions, such as returning to their home countries 

upon completion of their contract and working only for the employers that sought their 

service. The workers are typically not permitted to have their families accompany them 

while they are in the host country; however, some countries make exceptions for high-

skilled workers (Lenard & Straehle, 2010).  

 It can be said that globalization and adoption of neoliberal policies by various 

governments have also facilitated the expansion of temporary labour migration programs. 

Neoliberal policies, in particular, have opened up political and economic borders, 

allowing governments and people across the world to create or access labour markets that 

may not be available in their countries of origin, for example, domestic work. As 

mentioned previously, they also often entail reduced public spending on social programs, 

for example childcare. In effect, these types of policies encourage dependence of 

governments and individuals on domestic worker programs and the labour of migrant 

domestic workers from less developed countries. 

2.5 Postcolonial Theory 

Postcolonial theory focuses primarily on the history as well as the empires and 

colonies that were built in these empires. The theory is concerned with colonial 

conditions, the reasons for the nature of these conditions, and how they can be changed 

(Shome, 2002, p. 250).  It situates these phenomena within geopolitical arrangements and 
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locates them in relations of nations and their international histories and geographies of 

global power and culture (p. 251). It also presents one perspective on the complex and 

contradictory nature of Western imperialism and the effects of this power structure, 

which are at play up to the present day. According to Lunga (2008),  

postcolonial theory is particularly useful considering the theoretical endeavor of 

deconstructing unequal power relations, the inequitable distribution of resources 

and unfair labor laws that favour rich countries, the protectionism and Western 

systems of knowledge that sustain and maintain power weighted towards the 

West. (pp. 197-8) 

Postcolonial theory acknowledges that it is necessary to consider the global dimensions 

of issues and to also account for the entangled histories, present, and future of countries 

(Lunga, 2008). Colonial rule and expansion continue to affect the realities of many 

countries around the globe, shaping their culture, economy, politics, law, and society. 

Canada’s history and those of the countries that send migrant workers to Canada have 

been shaped by colonial rule and expansion, which left a mark on their culture as nations 

and nation-states as well as those of their people as individuals and as societies (Abe, 

2008; Walker, 2013).  

 In the body of the paper to follow, postcolonial theory will be brought more 

specifically to bear on the migrant worker -- especially the domestic worker -- in Canada. 

2.6 Conclusion 

 My literature review covered various perspectives on key issues with the TFWP 

and Canada's Caregiver Program and their historical, political, economic contexts as well 

as the global context for temporary labour migration in general and overview of 
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postcolonial theory. It revealed that discussions on key issues with the two programs tend 

to focus on those relating to their structure and administration. These discussions do not 

necessarily examine the reasons for the existence of the program and the discourses about 

the characteristics of the migrant workers in them. For my study, I built on the various 

perspectives included in this section and referred to them for analyzing the themes that 

surfaced from my analysis of the discourse of the stakeholders represented in the news 

media articles and communications documents I have selected, as well as those that 

surfaced from my interview data. In particular, I refer to the work by Flecker (2010) as a 

model for my own. Flecker (2010) analyzed the federal policies governing the TFWP 

under the Conservative government, using data on migrant workers produced by the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), relevant ministries 

within the Canadian federal government, and non-governmental organizations. I also 

refer to the work by Dauvergne and Marsden (2013), which looks at the underlying 

assumptions and beliefs about temporary labour migration programs like the TFWP and 

Canada's Caregiver Program. 

Section 3: Research Methodology 

3.0 Introduction to the Research Design 

My research is qualitative and the research design is cross-sectional; that is, I 

collected data for my study at a point in time where the TFWP had garnered notable 

public attention, such as when the federal government department responsible made 

significant changes to the program in 2014. Qualitative research is exploratory and 

descriptive rather than predictive (Morgan & Smircich,1980). It is useful for studies like 

mine, which explore and attempt to understand people's beliefs, attitudes, interactions, 
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and experiences through analysis of discourse. The study takes a critical paradigmatic 

stance in that I also examined the power relations and inequalities that may have been 

present in the discourse. The critical paradigm's ontological assumption is that reality and 

truth are created and shaped by social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic, and gender-

based forces which have been reified over time into social structures that are taken to be 

natural or real (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110).  

Methodologically, I used discourse analysis methods for collecting and 

categorizing data. Discourse analysis is rooted in social constructivist epistemology, 

which claims that everything we know is made real by language (Merrigan et al., 2012, p. 

175). Gee (1999) offered the following definition of discourse analysis:  

 Essentially a discourse analysis involves asking questions about how language, at 

 a given time and place, is used to construe the aspects of the situation network as 

 realized at that time and place and how the aspects of the situation network 

 simultaneously give meaning to that language. (p. 92)  

Michel Foucault, one of the theorists who has played a central role in the development of 

discourse analysis, accepted the general social constructivist assumption that knowledge 

is socially constructed, while truth is a discursive construction and different regimes of 

knowledge determine what is true and false (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 13). In my 

view, using this notion of knowledge and truth can be used to examine the role of social 

structures, such as the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program, in creating new realities 

and truths for migrant Filipino women working as domestic workers in Canada. In 

particular, my purpose was to surface evidence of postcolonial discourse in the current 

discussion. 



!
THE!DOMESTIC!WORKER!AS!POSTCOLONIAL!SUBJECT! 33!

3.1 Understanding Labour Migration through a Postcolonial Lens  

 In my view, the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program are more than 

immigration and labour policy matters; they are also suitable subjects of analysis 

informed by postcolonial theory. The TFWP and variations of Canada's Caregiver 

Program have existed for several decades. They have become a permanent component of 

Canada's economic and labour landscape and a fixture in Canada's social and cultural 

landscapes. Additionally, and of course, both programs involve people -- specific groups 

of people from specific parts of the world. With regard to Canada's Caregiver Program, 

these groups of people, while often invisible in the broader Canadian society, have 

become very visible in many private households in the country.  

 Using a postcolonial lens allowed me to have a more comprehensive view and 

understanding of the ongoing debates and issues about the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver 

Program. Historically, many countries around the world have had some kind of 

temporary labour migration programs that involved people who were not considered as 

members of their society and were regarded primarily as sources of labour or skills. 

Through the postcolonial lens I could examine how the underlying assumptions, beliefs, 

and social constructs that give meaning to the discourses about the programs and 

domestic workers may be linked to Canada's history and national political culture, as well 

as to the macroeconomic context and the global history of labour migration and migrant 

workers. Through this lens I could also examine how the discourses may be contributing 

to how domestic workers are constituted and signified.  

3.2 Definitions 

To clarify the terminology in this paper, where applicable, I use the term "migrant 
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workers" to refer to "temporary foreign workers." While the latter is commonly used in 

the Canadian media and by Canadian temporary labour migration programs such as the 

TFWP to refer to non-Canadians working in the country, the former seems to allow for a 

more open discussion about the TFWP and the role and status of the people under this 

program. Specifically, the term acknowledges the movement of the people for the 

purpose of work, but does not equate them to the temporary documents (their passport, 

visa, and working permit) that confirm their status and identity in the host country. As 

such, I believe it also allows for consideration of the people's historical position in the 

larger debate on temporary labour migration and their permanent social and economic 

contributions in Canada. At the same time, the term does not label the people "foreign," a 

term that supports a discourse that may be contributing to their exclusion in the country. 

Additionally, while the TFWP and the various governments involved in the program refer 

to the people working in Canadian households as “caregivers,” I use the term "domestic 

workers," where applicable, as this tends to be more commonly used in literature on 

labour migration about people employed in private homes. This term is also more broadly 

representative of the kind of work the women do in addition to their childcare or 

eldercare responsibilities in the home.  

3.3 Data and Data Gathering  

 My data were written texts from electronic articles published by select news 

media in Canada between October 1, 2014 and November 31, 2014. This timeframe was 

chosen because it was the period in which representatives from the two federal 

departments (CIC and ESDC) announced major changes to the TFWP and Canada's 

Caregiver Program, inviting much subsequent reaction and commentary in the 
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announcement’s wake. This timeframe was also a period when the unemployment rate in 

Canada (which in some provinces and among youth were notably higher than the national 

average) was getting some attention in the public debate and news media.  

 Given that my method of analysis is discourse analysis, which is concerned with 

the meaning of things and how and why the social world constructs these meanings, my 

sources of data were major English-language news media in Canada instead of alternative 

media, which comparatively would have less reach and readership. The mainstream 

media were selected on the basis of several criteria: (i) they were are available to a large 

Canadian readership; (ii) they might be considered especially influential among Canadian 

policy and opinion leaders; and (iii), in view of the location or home market of a given 

newspaper, they were particularly sensitive to the TFWP and/or Caregiver Program as a 

news item (e.g., The Calgary Herald, since the Alberta labour market during the energy 

boom years had an urgent need of workers for service and domestic jobs). These news 

outlets -- all of them newspapers with the single exception of the CBC – were The 

Calgary Herald, CBC News, The Globe and Mail, The National Post, The Ottawa 

Citizen, The Toronto Star, and The Windsor Star.  

 To search for articles, I used web searches of newspaper websites and academic 

databases such as LexisNexis Academic and Proquest. I also visited the websites of the 

news sources I identified above. I used the following key words to search for articles to 

include in my analysis: Temporary Foreign Worker Program; Live-in Caregiver Program; 

In-home Caregiver Program; live-in caregivers; in-home caregivers; domestic workers; 

nannies; immigration; temporary foreign workers; migrant workers; citizens; citizenship; 

immigrants; permanent residents; and Jason Kenney. I included "Jason Kenney" in my 
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search as he was the Minister of Citizenship and Immigration Canada at the time various 

changes to the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program were announced publicly in 2014, 

and he was often referred to in the public debate on the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver 

Program. In total, I reviewed approximately 4,500 articles that contained my key search 

words or various combinations thereof. However, I only retained 30 articles, which were 

the most pertinent for my analysis: nine from The Calgary Herald; three from CBC 

News; 11 from The Globe and Mail; three from The Ottawa Citizen; and four from The 

Toronto Star. The articles I have selected included news, opinion pieces, editorials, and 

letters to the editor that discussed the TFWP and/or Canada's Caregiver Program as they 

relate to my research topic as well as research and interview questions.  

 To triangulate my sources of data, I also used communications and policy 

documents (i.e., media releases, speeches, and reports) published by CIC and ESDC, 

labour unions, and advocacy groups for migrant workers. I also referred to existing 

scholarship on the TFWP, the Caregiver Program, and migrant workers. Finally, I 

interviewed six individuals from four major Canadian cities (i.e., Vancouver, Edmonton, 

Ottawa, and Toronto) who have several years of experience related to the TFWP and/or 

the Caregiver Program and/or take direct interest in the programs and the people in them. 

The individuals included the chairperson for the Philippine Women Centre-Ontario, the 

chairperson for the Philippine Migrants Society of Canada (PMSC-Ottawa), a research 

coordinator for AMSSA (Affiliation of Multicultural Societies and Services Agencies of 

BC), a Postdoctoral Fellow at the University of Alberta's Department of Political Science, 

and three public policy analysts. While the interviews were semi-structured, the questions 

were not designed to look for information that would confirm or contradict my analysis 
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of the data from the media. Considering journalists writing about the TFWP, Canada's 

Caregiver Program, and the experiences of the migrant workers in the programs are not 

necessarily subject matter experts, I conducted the interviews to gather more informed 

opinions and alternative views. 

 I have chosen not to attribute specific comments to the interviewees by 

identifying their name because this is the agreement I obtained from them when I 

conducted my interviews. As well, given that some of the interviewees have affiliations 

with the federal and/or provincial governments, I want to ensure that the views they 

expressed are received as their views as subject matter experts or from the non-

governmental organizations they represent, rather than the government organizations they 

are affiliated with. Instead, I have chosen to identify the interviewees by the role they 

were representing during the interview.  

3.4 Data Analysis 

 I used discourse analysis methods to analyze statements and language used by 

some of the key stakeholders in Canada's TFWP and the broad similarities and themes 

that emerged from them. I explored what meaning is created by their language and how it 

could potentially have contributed to constructing the social identities of the migrant 

workers participating in the TFWP.  

 Using postcolonial theory, I interpreted the data I gathered and explained the 

relationships among the discourses mobilized by each key stakeholder. According to 

Foucault, "discourse cannot be analyzed only in the present, because the power 

components and the historical components create such a tangled knot of shifting 

meanings, definitions, and interested parties over periods of time" (Powers, 2007, p. 26). 
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Postcolonial theory provides useful theoretical concepts for interpreting the data, as 

Canada has been importing domestic workers even before it was established as a country. 

As such, migrant domestic workers cannot be defined in Canada as merely existing in the 

present. Therefore, I considered the economic, political, and historical contexts that may 

have shaped or influenced the perspectives represented in the discourse about them, 

labour, immigration, the TFWP, and Canada's Caregiver Program. I situated the discourse 

in the context of Canada's immigration history and immigration policy trends, as well as 

the federal government's current narrative on labour, immigration, and citizenship 

represented in documents published by CIC and ESDC. Additionally, I explored this 

debate in the context of globalization and the mobilization of labour in a geopolitical 

landscape that privileges the developed over the developing countries, but in which the 

migrant workers and the migrant workers and the citizens may not be truly benefitting 

economically, socially, and politically. Denaturalizing and problematizing discourse from 

a postcolonial perspective allowed me to examine the discursive construction of 

temporary foreign workers in Canada and the complex nature of the TFWP and Canada's 

Caregiver Program. This approach also allowed me to go beyond the descriptive and 

understand how specific stakeholders may be constructing the dominant discourse on the 

temporary status of migrant workers in Canada.  

 To analyze the data from the semi-structured interviews I conducted, I relied on 

the steps outlined by Jørgensen and Phillips (2002, p. 124). I read the transcriptions of the 

interviews several times. The first time was to get a sense of the general stance of the 

speaker with regard to the topics of my questions. I did not take any notes. Following 

this, I read the transcriptions more closely to get a better sense of the perspective of the 



!
THE!DOMESTIC!WORKER!AS!POSTCOLONIAL!SUBJECT! 39!

speaker. I read the transcriptions line-by-line, highlighting word choices, phrases, and 

statements that were emphasized either through repetition, metaphors, similes, and 

idioms. The third time, I pulled out the speaker's main points based on all the codes I 

identified (the highlighted materials from my previous reading) and noted them on the 

side of the page. The fourth time, I compiled all my notes for each transcription and paid 

attention to any recognizable themes, focusing in particular on what was being said about 

issues with the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program, the status of the migrant workers 

participating in the labour programs, and discussion of labour migration and citizenship.  

After this process, I gathered all my codes for analysis by compiling all my notes 

for all the transcriptions on a spreadsheet. Initially, I had 250 codes based on the topics of 

my questions, i.e., issues with the TFWP, Canada's Caregiver Program, status of the 

workers, labour migration and citizenship. Then, I refined the codes by identifying the 

specific themes that emerged, which are mainly centered on the issues with the programs 

identified by the speakers, i.e., political, economic, social, and cultural issues, status of 

the migrant workers, citizenship and labour. From these, I identified the following eleven 

sub-themes: contributing to the economy and participating in Canadian society; 

discrimination; unequal relationships between governments and people; immigration 

policies and programs; marginalization; role of governments; segregating groups of 

people; social construction; and stereotypes. After this process, I read all the 

transcriptions again with the themes and sub-themes in mind, re-reading when required, 

and noted if there were other words, phrases, and statements that I should have included 

earlier.  

 Discourse analysis was also used to make sense of the selected media reports on 
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migrant workers. To analyze the data from the news media, I relied mainly on the 

methods outlined by Gee (1999). I read each article that I retained for analysis several 

times. The first reading was to review the content and analyze how it relates to my 

research topic and question, paying attention to the type of article (e.g., opinion piece, 

editorial, news, etc.) and its context (e.g., geographic) as well as individuals involved 

within the text and their social positions. In particular, I looked for the following:  

• Whose discourses were being presented? 

• Who were consulted for the article or who were the speakers? 

• Who was the ideal subject or audience for the article? 

These questions conform to the definition of discourse analysis provided above in that 

they help to demonstrate that the speakers and readers both create and construe specific 

situated meanings to the language based on the contexts in which that language is being 

used. 

 In the second reading, I examined each article more closely, and paid attention to 

how specific events and the contextual issues surrounding the TFWP and Canada's 

Caregiver Program were presented. I also examined how migrant workers, particularly 

domestic workers, were characterized in the article, paying particular attention to any 

national, ethnic, racial, and gender dimensions that might have been present. I took notes, 

extracting relevant phrases and sentences, and then compiled them on a spreadsheet, 

grouping the phrases and sentences according to the news media source.  

 In the third reading, I examined the language used in the title and body of the 

articles that may indicate a very explicit opinion on the issues. In particular, I paid 

attention to specific word choices, repetition, adjectives, metaphors, similes, idioms, and 
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quotations. I also paid attention to the use of the passive voice and how processes related 

to the TFWP, migrant workers, labour, and immigration are described and made real. I 

looked for what was left unsaid or unspecified about the TFWP, Canada's Caregiver 

Program, status of the migrant workers, labour migration, and citizenship. I then analyzed 

whether alternative wording of the same information would have resulted in a different 

discourse. 

 With the following readings, I noted how framing manifested within the article 

and also the general message that the author intended to convey with the article. I then 

focused on the migrant workers mentioned in the articles, to determine what language 

and characteristics were used to describe them and by whom. After completing my 

readings, I focused on the specific arguments presented within each article with regard to 

the TFWP, Canada's Caregiver Program, migrant workers, as well as labour, 

immigration, and citizenship issues in Canada, in particular how the temporary status of 

migrant workers were discussed. I then created another spreadsheet with all the data I 

gathered from all the articles and grouped them by topics and subtopics. I looked for 

emerging themes, subthemes and patterns, and analyzed how they intersect with those 

that emerged from my interview data and materials from government organizations. After 

this process, I reviewed all the articles I analyzed to see if there are other data that I 

should have included. The findings formed the basis for my analysis and discussion.  

Section 4: Discussion of Findings 

 The sections that follow present an overview of the discourses represented in the 

news media articles I selected for my analysis and interviews as well as the perspectives 

on the TFWP, Canada's Caregiver Program, and migrant domestic workers that surfaced 
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from them. These sections reflect my examination of the language being used to describe 

the programs and the workers in them and how this language contributes to the subject 

position of the Filipino women who represent a significant proportion of migrant 

domestic workers in Canada. 

4.0 Overview of the Discourses Represented in the News Media Articles 

 Overall, I found the discourses of the federal government (i.e., CIC and ESDC 

representatives), business owners, employers, and local politicians about the TFWP were 

represented more in the news media articles I analyzed than those of the migrant workers, 

advocacy groups, labour unions, academics, and Canadian workers. The news media 

coverage was not surprising. Comparatively, the groups that had the loudest voice in the 

discourse hold significant power in the TFWP and migrant workers debate in Canada.   

 With regard to Canada's Caregiver Program, I was surprised to learn that the 

discourse was almost silent. The discourses that were primarily represented in the few 

articles I found were those of the federal government and advocacy groups for migrant 

caregivers. The discourse of the federal government reflected Canada's conflicted 

approach to its Caregiver Program and the migrant domestic workers in it. It was focused 

on the rationale for the changes to the program and how these could eventually benefit 

migrant and Canadian caregivers. Some articles represented the role of the federal 

government as a protector or saviour of migrant domestic workers. For example, a CBC 

News article (Mas, 2014) included the following quote from a speech given by Jason 

Kenney, the Immigration Minister at that time, at a conference in Toronto in response to 

complaints he heard from domestic workers about the live-in requirement, which was 

then part of Canada's Caregiver Program: 



!
THE!DOMESTIC!WORKER!AS!POSTCOLONIAL!SUBJECT! 43!

They told me they felt they couldn't complain and that they weren't paid overtime. 

Imagine being forced to sleep where you work and having your wages garnished 

for room and board .... We're putting an end to that. We're providing caregivers 

with a choice. 

By ignoring the structure of Canada's Caregiver Program and the decisions of the 

governments and organizations responsible for it, which is a source of the migrant 

domestic workers' complaints, the media also served to support the discourse of the 

federal government. 

The notion of “clamping down” on the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program, 

use of these programs, and use of “temporary foreign workers” was also commonly used 

in the media articles. The use of this language reasserted the federal government's control 

over the program and its members. At the same time, by implying that the program has a 

life of its own, it also removed the attention from the federal government's responsibility 

for how the program and related policies had been created, implemented, and managed. 

In particular, it obscured how the federal government had constituted the migrant 

domestic workers in Canada's Caregiver Program as the Other, similar to the way Canada 

itself had historically constituted migrant workers and people coming from Asia. While 

the federal government discursively rejects migrant domestic workers as members of 

Canadian society by offering them work that Canadians cannot fill or do not want to 

perform, it also allows some of these workers to eventually apply for permanent resident 

status and potentially become a member of Canadian society after fulfilling certain 

obligations. The opposing discourse represented was those of advocacy groups for 

migrant caregivers and domestic workers, which focused on their critique of the new 
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rules that they perceive as “too harsh,” “stringent,” and “will push caregivers into more 

precarious employment.”  

The narratives in the prevalent discourses represented in the articles confirmed the 

mainstream opinions on the TFWP and the program's perceived contributions in 

Canada’s labour market and economy. They also confirmed assumptions and beliefs 

about migrant workers, which are based on colonial and neoliberal ideas. Specifically, the 

migrant workers were discussed in the media as those who are willing to do the work that 

Canadians or local workers will not do, sometimes for lower wages. They were also 

discussed as individuals seeking economic opportunities for themselves and their families 

that are not available in their home countries. By highlighting the lack of opportunities in 

the sending countries for the migrant workers and Canada's ability to provide these 

opportunities, the narratives on the TFWP contributed to justifying the existence of the 

program and the unequal status of its members in Canadian society. 

4.1 Overview of Perspectives on the TFWP and Migrant Workers 

The themes of dependency, marginalization, discrimination, stereotypes, and 

segregation emerged from my analysis of the interview data. Based on my analysis of the 

discourse, these themes were primarily rooted in three interrelated issues surrounding the 

program: political and economic issues, national political culture, and social and cultural 

issues.  

 Political and economic issues: Dependency and marginalization. The TFWP 

and Canada's Caregiver Program were perceived to create or perpetuate a dependency 

relationship between Canada and the sending countries. This dependency relationship 

was attributed to the program's political and economic environments that include liberal 
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mobilization of labour, international trade agreements, and capitalism between developed 

and underdeveloped countries. The theme of dependency was also noted to be present in 

the employer-employee relationship, which was described as either “very bad” or 

“exploitative” given that the employment and status of migrant workers in the country are 

attached to their employers. As one of the interviewees expressed: 

Relationships of dependency are being perpetuated within the TFWP, whereby 

temporary foreign workers withstand labour abuse in order to keep getting 

employed. Furthermore, because only certain temporary foreign workers can get 

nominated by their employers for permanent immigration programs then 

temporary foreign workers face even greater pressure to be docile. (academic, 

personal communication, April 10, 2015) 

Additionally, there was a general sense that the federal government and the two main 

departments involved in administering the TFWP (i.e., CIC and ESDC) are marginalizing 

the provincial governments. The federal departments are doing so by making changes 

without properly consulting with their provincial counterparts about their needs and 

expectations with the program and about managing migrant workers. As such, it was 

perceived that the federal government was implementing policy and program changes 

that harm or at least do not benefit the provinces, employers, and migrant workers.   

 The TFWP and Canada's Caregiver Program help Canada address its identified 

labour needs. They also help the sending countries address their employment and 

economic needs. While this is the case, it is important to recognize the benefits of these 

programs in a relative sense.  

 Arguably, Canada's Caregiver Program supports the country's economic and 
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social development while hampering equal development of the sending countries. The 

program enables members of employing Canadian households to pursue activities 

deemed to contribute to the economy and more valuable to the society by facilitating the 

import of workers to perform domestic tasks. It allows Canadian governments to continue 

to devalue household management and family care, which are generally conceived as 

women's work (such as childcare and caring for the ill, disabled, and elderly), by 

constituting them as low-skilled and low wage and delegating them to citizens of 

developing countries. Since the workers are primarily Filipino women from the 

Philippines, the program supports the Othering of Filipino women in Canada. 

Specifically, the assumptions and beliefs that Filipino women are the ideal workers for 

this type of work and the Philippines is the ideal source country. At the same time, the 

program also supports neoliberal beliefs that state expenditures on social matters such as 

childcare and homecare for the disabled, elderly, and ill could be reduced and should be 

managed by individuals or private enterprises. 

National political culture: Immigration policies, labour programs, and the 

role of governments. The changes to Canada's Caregiver Program announced in the time 

period from which data were collected were perceived more as cosmetic changes, 

amounting to a type of program rebranding or reframing, rather than interpreted as 

substantive restructuring. As one interviewee expressed:  

There's no difference because it only makes a difference once they [migrant 

workers] finish or are able to finish the program. But, throughout, while they're 

working, they're all vulnerable workers regardless of whether they're in the 

Caregiver Program or just in the general TFWP. (migrant organizer, personal 



!
THE!DOMESTIC!WORKER!AS!POSTCOLONIAL!SUBJECT! 47!

communication, March 4, 2015) 

Rebranding or reframing Canada's Caregiver Program is “a very good tactic to distract 

people from the changing policies and the real issues associated with them” (activist, 

personal communication, March 17, 2015). At present, Canada does not have an adequate 

national childcare or daycare system that would allow the nation’s parents to provide 

professional supervision for their children, or a homecare program that would assist 

family members that are elderly, ill, or disabled. By rebranding or reframing the program, 

the federal government is able to support its discourse about how it deals with these 

social issues and how it treats migrant domestic workers in the country.  

 The changes to Canada's Caregiver Program were also perceived as more 

restrictive and explicit about keeping all the migrant workers temporary. According to 

one interviewee, "the recent changes would mean that there would be a huge gap between 

those who are eligible to apply for permanent resident status and those who will be 

denied” (activist, personal communication, March 17, 2015). Essentially, some domestic 

workers who could previously access permanent resident status may no longer be 

considered because Canada only needs them for their labour.  

 There was a general view that the system is discriminatory and oppressive from 

the perspective of the migrant workers. The system discursively constructs the migrant 

workers as the Other by treating them differently compared to Canadian workers. Migrant 

domestic workers, in particular, are vulnerable to financial, economic, political, and 

sexual exploitation or abuse in the hands of their employers who have power over their 

status in the country. Unlike other workers, their workplace is the home of their 

employers. This puts them in intimate contact with their employers and members of the 
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household, sometimes blurring the line between their role as a worker and a family 

member or friend. Working in the home also creates unclear work conditions, for 

example, with regard to working hours and how they should be compensated: 

A lot of caregivers worked many more hours than they were paid for. Many of 

them sort of felt trapped in live-in situations in which they felt they had no other 

choice, but to continue to live it out until they qualify for permanent resident 

status. (migrant social service agency, personal communication, March 18, 2015) 

Domestic workers perform work that was historically and continues to be 

devalued and typically assigned to a class, gender, race, ethnic, or national origin deemed 

subordinate by their employer and the society at large. Since their workplace is inside 

people’s homes, the work they do and the contributions they make are invisible to the 

public. Globally, they tend to have lower wages, fewer employment benefits, and less 

legal or social protections compared to other workers. As one interviewee noted:  

[T]here's your local population of workers and there's the second-class workers 

that are being treated differently. Even the government has also outright said that 

you can treat temporary foreign workers differently by paying them in a different 

scale, which is an outright human rights violation to treat them differently. 

(migrant organizer, personal communication, March 4, 2015) 

In Canada, domestic workers are prevented from having access to education and training 

unless permitted by their employers. As one interviewee expressed, representing a 

perceived tone of the federal government on this matter: "We don't want them to have 

ease of access to education and training. Cause, we want to keep them at a certain level so 

that we can justify why we are only going to pay them minimum wage” (migrant 
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organizer, personal communication, March 4, 2015). Additionally, they are not 

represented by labour unions. The migrant domestic workers, therefore, must rely on the 

resources available to them and struggle to be heard and included in the public discussion 

about them. By not providing the social support and services or access to resources that 

are usually offered to Canadians and even to other migrant workers, the federal 

government excludes migrant domestic workers from Canadian society and discursively 

constructs their Otherness in Canada.  

 Social and cultural issues: stereotypes and segregation. The TFWP and 

Canada's Caregiver Program were generally perceived as segregating Canadians and non-

Canadians based on their perceived characteristics, gender role, and potential 

contributions to society. As one interviewee expressed: 

[A]cross society, we have the belief that only women are better caregivers than 

men. That is why with caregiving, they would rather hire women to care for their 

elderly parents or persons with disabilities and their families and their children, 

because what's still prevalent is that caregiving is women's, a woman's job. 

(migrant organizer, personal communication, March 4, 2015) 

Employers were perceived to stereotype migrant workers as hard workers and better 

workers than local Canadian workers. To quote one interviewee:  

We hear it amongst our friends and staff, “We sometimes prefer to hire from 

people of colour or Filipinos because they're such hard workers.” But there's that 

myth though that we need to debunk .... They're not necessarily hard workers, 

better workers than the local Canadian workers .... We also have to understand 

that of course they're going to bend over backwards for their employers because 
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they are scared that they are going to lose. They're scared that they going to lose 

their jobs. So they will do everything .... It's like slave-like conditions. You try to 

please your master so that they would keep you employed. (migrant organizer, 

personal communication, March 4, 2015) 

While it was not as prevalent, the news media I included in my study represented some 

female migrant workers as good sources of labour for Canada, depicting them as non-

threatening, educated, hard, and loyal workers who just want to be allowed to pursue 

better lives for themselves and their families.  

Then 24 years old, the petite college graduate [emphasis added] had few job 

opportunities in her home country, the Philippines, and no way to help her parents 

and siblings financially. Her $8 an hour housekeeping job, which included 

subsidized housing, was a lifeline [emphasis added]. About half her monthly 

income goes to the Philippines to support her family. (D'Aliesio, 2014 November 

18)  

By doing so, the media also represented the TFWP as development assistance to people 

in poor countries, normalizing the temporary status of the migrant workers in Canada (i.e. 

they are only in the country to work) within a neoliberal discourse and discursively 

constructing their Otherness in the society (i.e., educated but will take a low-skill and 

low-paying job).  

 Historically and up to the present time, the identity of migrant workers has been 

attached to their perceived capacity to work hard and make certain sacrifices that local 

workers will not do. For example, they are those who are willing to move locations and 

work under conditions that local workers will not accept. They can also live in isolation, 
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away from their home and families for long periods of time. These assumptions and 

beliefs rationalize the different treatment of migrant workers and the different working 

conditions provided to them compared to the local workers. There are also present here 

social constructs about the ideal characteristics of migrant workers, which are attributed 

to their gender, racial, ethnic, and national origins. For example, domestic work is 

women's work; for several decades now, domestic workers in Canada have been 

predominantly women coming from the Philippines. Therefore, Canada and the Canadian 

society can assume that Filipino women from the Philippines must be the group best 

suited for domestic work.  

4.2 Perspectives on the Status of Migrant Domestic Workers    

 The federal government discursively constructs migrant domestic workers in 

Canadian society by not providing its citizens access to social services that would 

normally fall under its responsibility, for example, childcare and homecare for the 

elderly, ill, and disabled. As one interviewee expressed: 

Filipino women are working in different countries as domestic workers because it 

really serves the economy of the country they serve, like here in Canada .... The 

majority are women because a lot of times the live-in caregiver alleviates a lot of 

the economic needs of not only the family but of the entire society as well. When 

you hire a caregiver it alleviates most responsibilities in the household. They're 

able to join the labour market and contribute to Canadian society, whereas the 

contribution of the caregiver is in the private sphere so it's not considered valuable 

or as valuable. (activist, personal communication, March 17, 2015)  

By administering Canada's Caregiver Program, the federal government normalizes the 
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migrant domestic workers’ temporary and lower status in Canadian society. The program 

is a structure that serves to formalize the status of migrant Filipino women in Canadian 

society as sources of low-skilled labour that are not valued in many countries because it is 

performed in the private sphere rather than in society at large (i.e., domestic work, 

housekeeping, and caregiving for children and the elderly). At the same time, the 

program also reifies the role of Filipino women in Canada as domestic workers. Through 

Canada's Caregiver Program, the federal government delegates its responsibility to 

private households and invites workers as Other to perform these services on its behalf.  

 The sending countries also contribute to the discursive construction of migrant 

domestic workers through established structures such as schools and training centres. For 

example, in the Philippines, caregiving schools in the cities help instill and normalize 

stereotyped characteristics and gender roles for Filipino women  (e.g., gentle, caring, 

nurturing, loyal, and selfless) (activist, personal communication, March 17, 2015). The 

stereotyped characteristics are also those deemed by receiving countries and employers as 

the characteristics of the ideal domestic worker. An interviewee noted that young people 

in the Philippines are being pushed to take courses that are deemed as in "high demand" 

(activist, personal communication, March 17, 2015). These courses are often related to 

nursing, caregiving, and teaching, which provide skills and knowledge that countries with 

aging population or no appropriate childcare programs for working parents would 

require:  

 [H]ere in Canada, having the majority of live-in caregivers be Filipinos is due to 

the fact that a lot of the live-in caregivers also have a lot of background in terms 

of nursing and as educators. So it really matches the labour needs of Canada ... If 
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you look at the social contract that is now being built around in relation to seeing 

the Filipino community, right off the bat, people think, “Oh yeah, caregivers.” 

(activist, personal communication, March 17, 2015) 

Essentially, sending countries like the Philippines and receiving countries like Canada 

both participate in the discursive construction of migrant domestic workers. Through its 

trade agreements with countries that demand the supply of domestic workers, the 

Philippines perpetuates the assumptions and beliefs that Filipino women are the ideal 

workers for this type of labour (Guevarra, 2010). Additionally, the Philippines normalizes 

these beliefs and assumptions by failing to negotiate equal treatment of the women as 

workers and people in the host countries, including appropriate recognition of their 

education, professional skills and credentials. Canada supports the notion that domestic 

work is reserved for the Other by importing the labour of workers from other countries 

and not according these workers the same rights as its members. 

Section 5: Conclusion 

 In December 2013, a total of 16,187 domestic workers were under Canada's 

Caregiver Program (CIC, 2014 December 31). Through my analysis of all the data I 

gathered, I found that the mainstream discourse about the TFWP and Canada's Caregiver 

Program confirms a neoliberal discourse, which also sustains an older postcolonial 

discourse about the otherness of migrant workers. Migrant workers in general were 

perceived to be good or ideal candidates for permanent resident status and citizenship, but 

in a way that made them optimal subjects of a neoliberal discourse. They were perceived 

in this way, in significant measure, by demonstrating that they are contributing to the 

Canadian economy, exemplifying the docility and hard work that might be expected in a 
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neoliberal economic environment where capital is exceptionally powerful. Domestic 

workers, in a sense, personify what is ideal in labour from the perspective of neoliberal 

capitalism, and thus have a presence in the neoliberal imagination that is greater than the 

actual number of domestic workers in Canada might suggest.   

 I believe public policy makers and analysts would benefit from the analysis above 

given the power they hold in informing the governments involved and potentially 

changing the nature of the discourse on migrant domestic workers. I believe this analysis 

would also benefit advocacy groups or those who take interest in migrant domestic 

workers as it aimed to help them transcend the discussion about Canada's Caregiver 

Program and the people in it.  

Limitations and Exclusions  

 Considering the complexity of the TFWP and given the purpose of my research, I 

narrowed the scope and focus on only one of its component programs, Canada’s 

Caregiver Program. While I was also interested in looking at alternative media, I decided 

to focus only on mainstream media to learn about and understand the view of the general 

public on the program and the people in it. Given their reach compared to alternative 

media, I believed that the discourses in mainstream media are likely those most often 

considered by Canadian public policy makers and opinion leaders, and thus perhaps have 

the most influence among them. I limited my analysis of the discourse to a specific time 

period to allow me to delve deeper into my topic. I decided not to interview domestic 

workers as human subjects for my research, but rather, I interviewed subject matter 

experts and those who take interest in the TFWP and migrant workers. I believe these 

sources provided me with data that allowed sufficient representation of some of the key 
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issues relating to the program and the migrant domestic workers in it.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Given that Canada's Caregiver Program and the voices of migrant workers were 

generally not included in the mainstream discussion, it would be useful to conduct a study 

to see how they may be represented in alternative news media sources, for example, those 

produced by local advocacy groups for migrant workers. As well, it would be useful to 

examine the discourse of domestic workers themselves and, in particular, how they view 

and interpret their experiences as Other in Canadian households and in Canadian society 

at large, including how they respond to the issues associated with these experiences. It 

may be useful for future research that includes the voices of domestic workers to also 

include the voices of Canadian employers. Such an approach to  research fosters a 

dialogue between two subjects about how they view each other, and their role in the 

bigger social context in which domestic and care work continue to have implications 

relating to class, gender, racial, and ethnicity.  

 Despite their challenges, many Filipino women have been able to form networks 

and engage in discussions that seek to improve their situations as migrant workers in 

Canada. It would be interesting to see research that looks into the experiences and 

contributions of these women and builds on their recommendations. That said, I believe 

the Canadian and Philippine governments have the most powerful and crucial role in 

changing the discourse about Canada's Caregiver Program and the people in it. Therefore, 

it would be useful to see research where members of Canadian and the Philippine 

governments are interviewed about Canada's Caregiver Program, their views on the 

workers in it, and their responses to the recommendations of the migrant workers.  
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