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Lived Experiences of Unequal Englishes of Filipino Domestic Workers in
Hong Kong

Abstract

In this paper, | investigate the lived experiences with English of
Filipino domestic workers in Hong Kong from roughly 30 hours of recorded
ethnographicinterviews and fieldwork with 28 key participants talking about
language in relation to their living and working experiences. Employing
linguistic ethnographic approaches to analysis, | describe recurring accounts
reflecting the tension between doing being an English-proficient and an
English-deficient other: a tension that emanates from enabling and
constraining sociolinguistic conditions in the workplace and the host society,
and informed by participants’ experiences and education from their home
country. | demonstrate how participants seem to discursively invoke and
locate themselves in a hierarchy of English speakers: on the one hand, as
better English speakers in the household-workplace, commanding respect
and being accorded family language policy decision-making powers; while
on the other, as of lesser English speaking abilities and rights than native
English speakers, choosing to be silent or aloof, and passing negative
judgement to fellow Filipinos who deploy stylized English in communication
situations. The accounts of Hong Kong-based Filipino domestic workers thus
show conflicting effects of unequal Englishes framing migrant workers’
experiences in ways that simultaneously fuel and challenge power

asymmetries inherent in this transnational labor set-up.

Keywords: unequal Englishes, Filipino domestic workers, lived

experience
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Introduction

This paper attends to accounts of unequal Englishes of Filipinos hired
as domestic workers (FDWs) in Hong Kong. It aims to analyze how circulating
discourses and internalized belief systems about Englishes rooted in social
and historical configurations are linked and consequential to FDWs’ migrant
life and work in Hong Kong. Recent studies on the role of English in
transnational migrant work have largely investigated how the language is
instrumentalized by institutions, employers, and migrants alike within the
ambit of the uneven global flow of economic capital and opportunities.
Holborow (2018) finds many of these efforts to be addressing the ‘prism of
management speak’ (p. 65) whereby workers are treated passively, only
serving as objects of research who are sometimes reduced to numbers.
Though such studies have been significant in unmasking the vulnerabilities
of people engaged in precarious work conditions (such as the domestic labor
sector), Holborow reminds us about the equal importance of subject-level
analyses through which we may see forms of agency and resistance to social

structures within which workers find themselves operating.

In Hong Kong, studies about English and the Filipino domestic worker
migration seem to consistently demonstrate how English provides this group
of migrant workers some semblance of social mobility and a sense of
resistance to marginalization (see e.g., Ben Said, 2019; Borlongan, 2022;
Constable, 2007; Crebo, 2003). Important as they are however, such studies
have not been able to ask: which English and why? At a time when
pluricentrist notion about English is deemed untenable for its failure to
acknowledge concomitant forms of inequality, such questions may be crucial
to ask so as to spotlight ‘the unequal ways and situations in which Englishes
are arranged, configured, and contested’ (Tupas & Rubdy, 2015, p. 3). In so
doing, we may be able to investigate the ‘effects of unequal Englishes’

(Pennycook, 2017, p. ix italics added) or how certain societal configurations
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surrounding English(es) are consequential to the everyday experiences of
particular speakers. Consistent with Holborow’s argument above about the
importance of subject-level analyses, Park (2015) emphasizes that tackling
the inequalities of English ‘requires politicization of seemingly personal and
mundane’ experiences whereby ‘more enduring effects of unequal Englishes

are reproduced and naturalized’ (p. 59).

In what follows, | discuss the background of the pattern of Filipino
domestic workers in Hong Kong, how it is primarily hinged on the Philippine
state-sponsored labor export economic strategy, and the role English plays
in producing laboring bodies-on demand (Section 2). This is followed by a
brief explanation of my methodology (Section 3). Then, in Section 4, |
describe recurring accounts which discursively invoke and locate themselves
(participants) in a hierarchy of English speakers: in ascending order, their
Hong Kong Chinese employers > themselves > younger and more educated
fellow Filipino domestic workers > white westerners. As will become clear
below, this perceived hierarchy of speakers emanates from enabling and
constraining sociolinguistic conditions in the workplace and the larger host
society, and informed by participants’ experiences and education from their
home country. It engenders the tension between doing being an English-
proficient and an English-deficient other: on the one hand, as better English
speakers in the household-workplace, commanding respect and being
accorded family language policy decision-making powers; while on the
other, as of lesser English speaking abilities and rights than native English
speakers, choosing to be silent or aloof, and passing negative judgement to
fellow Filipinos who deploy stylized English in communication situations. |
conclude in Section 5 by noting how this paper contributes to the
bourgeoning research on the effects of unequal Englishes contingent with
the living and working experiences of transnational migrant workers, such

as the Filipino domestic workers in Hong Kong.
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Filipino migrant workers in Hong Kong, the Philippine labor-export

oriented economic strategy, and English

About 10% of Filipinos live and work abroad (Commission on Filipinos
Overseas, 2013). In its latest survey on overseas Filipinos, the Philippine
Statistics Authority (2019, p. 19) reports a female-led labor migration
pattern: that is, 56% Filipino women compared with the 44% Filipino men
working abroad. The same report also indicates that 39.6% or two in every
five overseas workers are hired in ‘elementary occupations’ which include
domestic service. Hong Kong is the third most preferred destination next to
Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates, respectively. A significant proportion
of this overseas work force in Hong Kong are employed as domestic workers
whose population steadily grew to about 200,000 or roughly 54% of all
foreign domestic workers in the city based on the ten-year record (2012—
2021) of the Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department (2022, p. 212). Of
these, about 98% of FDWs are female, with a mean age of 35 years old
(Legislative Council Research Office, 2017a). They are employed to do caring
and household duties on a live-in arrangement within a two-year contract
that is renewable to the satisfaction of the employer. Foreign domestic
workers are entitled to one day off from work, typically Sunday. They are not
entitled to permanent residency. Although foreign domestic workers in
Hong Kong are valued for their contribution to the economy (Legislative
Council Research Office, 2017b), they are nonetheless said to be treated
marginally in circulating public discourses (Ho, 2019; Jayawickrama, 2017)

and ‘included-out’ in the city’s citizenship regime (Erni, 2016).

The pattern of Filipino migration to Hong Kong for temporary
employment demonstrably mirrors what historian Filomeno Aguilar (2014)
calls a ‘migration revolution’ driven by a well-defined state infrastructure for
labor exportation instituted since the 1970s and seemingly perfected in time
(Goss & Lindquist, 1995; Lorente, 2012; Rodriguez, 2008). An important
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driving force for this infrastructure is the country’s education system and
popular culture that condition young Filipinos into thinking that leaving the
country for work is not only the biggest achievement one can earn
(regardless of the nature of work in the country of destination) (see World
Economic Forum, 2019, p. 16), but ironically so as one of the most
patriotically heroic things to do (see Encinas-Franco, 2013; Serquina Jr.,
2016). Interrogating the seemingly labor demand-oriented opening of
undergraduate degree programs in the country, Ortiga (2018, pp. 1-2)
comments: ‘[o]ne might find it ludicrous to think that the lack of specific
professionals in a place like the US could lead to the subsequent expansion

of university programs in a small nation thousands of miles away.’

Central to this global labor demand-driven system of education is the
‘grip of English’ (Lorente, 2013), which is broadly embedded in the overall
state of affairs in the country. English — and not just any English, but that of
the educated and the mass media (Gonzalez, 1998) — is privileged over local
vernaculars in powerful sectors such as education, mass media, business and
industries, and in government operations. Proficiency in English and the
country’s colonial affinity with the United States are said to be discursively
mobilized by the Philippine state (Lorente, 2013; Tinio, 2013) to construct
the ‘greatest workers of the world” (Lorente, 2012) brand of Filipino
workforce among potential nation-state employers. For those hired in the
domestic service sector, English is seen to be a part of the state’s and
employment agencies’ linguistic disciplining — one of the prized added values
of the workforce being deployed in an increasingly competitive global labor
niche (Zhuo, 2017). Departing household service workers are socialized into
‘scripts of servitude’ (Lorente, 2018) in the various stages of pre-departure
orientations and trainings towards sending out ‘supermaids’(Serquina Jr.,
2016) and enterprising ‘servants of globalization’ (Parrefias, 2015). Various
researchers elsewhere in the world have reported how Filipinos are favored

for domestic worker jobs especially by families with school-age children
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primarily because of their perceived proficiency in English (Constable, 2007,
p. 40; Crebo, 2003; Lan, 2003; Lorente, 2018, p. 116 ff.).

Embedded in these discourses about English relative to Filipino
migration is the covert guarantee of ease and protection in the migration
process despite cultural difference: that with a working knowledge in
English, leaving the country would not be as difficult until they arrive and
confront challenges including linguistic ones. As noted by Blommaert (2010),
the ‘m]ovement of people across space is... never a move across empty
space’ (p. 6). As migrants bring along their ‘cultural baggage’ including
sociolinguistic histories and realities from the origin, so too would spaces of
migration be replete with relatively unique sociolinguistic conditions. In the
case of Filipino domestic workers in Hong Kong, this may involve
sociolinguistic realities that are hinged on the colonially rooted and lingering
uneven valuation of varieties of English and/ or their (imagined) speakers
(Tupas, 2020) in the sending and receiving states: that is, by unequal
Englishes in the Philippines (Tupas & Salonga, 2016) typically valorizing
American English (and its imagined ‘native’ speakers) and in Hong Kong
where British English (and its imagined ‘native’ speakers) is considered
aesthetically pleasing among other varieties (Lee & Jenks, 2019). How these
differential valuation of English plays out in the lives and work of Filipinos in
Hong Kong would be an important contribution to the bourgeoning
literature on unequal Englishes focusing in particular on its effects on a
migrant labor population that may have to confront English sociolinguistic

contradictions as a consequence of their transnational work migration.

Methodology

The data discussed in this paper come from a larger project collected
between February to December 2017. In gathering the data, | employed at
the outset a more culturally-sensitive approach called pagtatanong tanong

(roughly translated, “asking questions”). Pagtatanong tanong emphasizes
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casualness and sensitivity to the questioner’s and respondent’s perceived
positionalities in the conversation (Pe-Pua, 1989). This approach turned out
to be important in that my phenotypical features (young-looking male)
would instantly position me as an “outsider” — not “one-of-us”. Pagtatanong
tanong enabled me to work my way in by gradually introducing myself as, to
a certain extent, one of and with them: a fellow Filipino whose mother has
worked as domestic worker in Hong Kong for about two decades, and who
is interested in learning about their experiences as foreign domestic workers
there. This approach eventually led for many to willingly participate later in
a relatively more formal interview through the aid of a data elicitation tool
(see Busch, 2015, 2016). The data elicitation tool centers on their bodily lived
experiences with languages relative to their transnational work migration
experience. About 30 hours of interview data — mostly in the form of
narratives — were derived out of these which were analyzed following the
principles of linguistic ethnography (Copland, 2015; Rampton et al., 2015).
Linguistic ethnography is a topic-oriented approach to investigating
language in society relying on the researcher’s deep familiarity with the field
site (Hymes, 1996, p. 7; Rampton, 2007). In this paper, | specifically describe
and analyze what my participants say about English relative to their
experiences as transnational migrant domestic workers in Hong Kong, which
| now turn to in the next section. All participant names that appear in the

next sections are pseudonyms.

Negotiating outsider and insider positionalities with unequal Englishes

When Melba flew to Hong Kong in 1978 to take on a domestic worker
job, she said she was armed only with two things: courage (‘lakas ng loob’)
and her ability to communicate in English. Her aunt was already in Hong
Kong after all and English — the language she learned in school — is the

language spoken in the then British colony! that Hong Kong was. Later did
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Melba realize that she needed more than courage. Her English, she recalls,

was ‘more than enough’ in some cases while ‘not enough’ in others.

Melba’s account of arrival in Hong Kong is a story that is not remotely
uncommon among those who shared their experiences with me. In what
follows, | demonstrate how my participants talk into being their lived
experiences with English which tend to oscillate between constructing
oneself and the larger Filipino domestic worker population as English-
deficient outsider on the one hand, and an English-proficient insider on the

other.

1. As English-deficient outsider

There are at least three instances in which my participants seem to
construct themselves as English-deficient outsiders in their narratives. First,
when they would compare their English with fellow Filipinos; second is when
they compare with Caucasian speakers whom they seem to regard to be the
models of good English; and third, when they regard fellow Filipinos’
deployment of an English variety normally associated with other English

speakers to be odd.

In the following extract, Lerma relates how she would monitor her
speech when in the company of a fellow Filipino whom she works with in the

same household.

Extract 1
‘Is my English correct?’

1 Lerma: Ahkasiyungibang- Ah you see others-

2 Tingnan mo kasi katulad ni Mina Just look at the likes of Mina
3 (colleague) pagka yung magsasalita (colleague) when she speaks
4 baga “The-“. she always has “The”

5 Yung lagi siyang may “the”. She would always have “the”
6 “The towel get” “The towel get”

7 Kasi malimit siya That happens every time

Buwiall doyall hleYl dnolsr - dogs Al Eolowd 4l el |
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8 pag naimik sa bata she speaks with our ward
9 ay ang pakiramdam ko | feel
10 parang pag ikino-compare ko like comparing
5 11 doon sa sentence na sinasabi ko the sentences | tell
3‘ 12 parang iba yung sa kanya. and hers seem different.
) 13 Kaya minsan pag ako'y iimik ng That’s why sometimes when | talk
; 14 English eh ano parang pinag iisipang in English | would think about
._’,; 15 ko kung- Tama ba yung ano ko? whether- Is it right?
9 16 Tama ba yung English ko? Is my English correct?
3 17 Nic: Kailangan po ba ay tama? Why does it have to be correct?
2; 18 Bakit kailangan Why is it essential
§ 19 Bakit po parang pakiramdam nyo- Why do you feel like-
20 Lerma: Ay ano kasi nakakahiya naman You see it’s embarrassing
21 dun sa kausap ko sabihin lang to those | speak who might say
22 Ay ano ba (laughs) ang English What kind (laughs) of English
23 naman nito ay ganun. is that?

In this extract, Lerma, 56, recalls how she would compare the way
she speaks English in the household within the earshot of a colleague, Mina,
27 (lines 2—11). In our earlier conversation (that is omitted from this extract),
Lerma introduces Mina to be a Nursing undergraduate from a prestigious
University in their province and a good friend to her daughter in the
Philippines. For these reasons, Lerma seems to see Mina to be more of an
authority figure in English due to her education and age despite Lerma
holding a degree in Education herself. Here, Lerma seems to evaluate her
English to be inadequate that she feels she needed to constantly monitor
her spoken English when in the company of Mina and asking herself whether
her English is correct every time she uses it with their ward (lines 13-16).
She finally resolves that she does not wish to be embarrassed and be judged

negatively by others for speaking a different kind of English (lines 20-23).

Widely apparent in my interviews, this anxiety when using English
around fellow Filipinos can be traced to the English linguistic inferiority
complex (Piller, 2017) that stems from a culture of hypercorrection and
language shaming in the Philippines — a culture that favors standard
American English (Osborne, 2018; Porras, 2022). The unequal valuation of

Englishes in the Philippines favoring a particular variety seems to be
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transported as well to the workplace in Hong Kong becoming a source of

insecurity and feelings of deficiency in English communication. Another

extract from my conversation with Lerma cites that such feelings of linguistic

deficiency does not just happen while within the earshot of fellow Filipinos,

but more so when in the company of ‘white foreigners’ (although not with

the Chinese).

Extract 2
‘they are really good in English’

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21

Lerma:

kasi ang kalimitan nga

palibhasa ang Intsik kung magsalita
is ano yung ang english nila is

na sabi nga ng iba ay

English carabao.

Kaya pag maano ka na din
madadala ka na din nila na ang
English mo ay hindi tama sa ano
yung grammar.

Wala hindi ako ano

hindi ako nagwo-worry

sa iniimik ko.

Hindi katulad pag ako'y

naimik ng English kasi

marami yung ano yung mga
foreigner yung puti?

Ay ang gagaling kaya nilang

mag English lalo na pag
halimbawang nasa nasa sasakyan?
Maka- mag-uusap ng ano ng English
ah akoy ano parang li-low.

the thing is that most of the time
since the Chinese when they speak
is that their English is

you know what others say

it’s English carabao.

That’s why you get to be
influenced by their

English that yours will no longer
be grammatically correct.

So | do not

worry about

how | speak.

Unlike when |

speak English you see

there are many of many of

the white foreigners?

Oh they are really good

in English especially when

let’s say when on public transport?
When passengers talk in English
I would just keep a low profile.

Following her account of monitoring her English around a fellow

Filipino is Lerma’s account of her contradictory communicative behavior

around two groups of speakers aside from fellow Filipinos. First, Lerma

shares how she does not feel the need to constantly monitor her speech

when communicating in English with the Chinese, constructing them in her

narrative to have relatively lesser proficiency in English compared with hers
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just as many others would describe their Chinese employers’ spoken English.
As other participants did, Lerma specifically describes this group of speakers’
English in line 5 as ‘English carabao’, a popular pejorative term
predominantly associated with the non-educated class in the Philippines
(Bernardo & Madrunio, 2015, p. 43). Contrastingly, a different treatment
and behavior seems accorded to ‘white foreigners’ (line 16) whose English
speaking ability Lerma describes to be ‘really good’ (line 17-18). But because

2023 sdss - okt sus (47) wamall

of this belief, she said she would rather keep a low profile (line 21)
apparently so as not to engage the ‘white foreigner’ in a conversation for it
seems that to her, her English would be no match to theirs.

It is in these extracts where we see examples of how participants
invoke in their narratives a hierarchy of English speakers which informs an
individual’s linguistic behavior around them: that is, certain groups with
particular features hold English speaking and hearing rights while others do
not by virtue of their age, education, and ethnic affiliation. These beliefs
rooted in sociolinguistic valuations of particular English(es) in their origin are
transported into spaces of migration serving as yardstick when assessing the
linguistic performance and behavior of others that may be deemed odd or
unusual as Melba relates in her account below of fellow Filipinos using

stylized British English in public.

Extract 3
‘Trying hard’
1 Nic:  Yung mga nag e English naman po? How about those who speak English?
2 Melba: Ay nage English Oh yes, English
3 ah mga Inglesera naman yun they speak English
4 Nic: Meron po? Are there any?
5 Melba: Ahoo. Oh yes.
6 Aaccent pa nga ng British e They’d do it in British accent
7 (laughs) (laughs)
8 Nic: Ah ganun po? Really?
9 Melba: Trying hard. Trying hard.
10 Gumagaya sa amo syempre They mimic their employers of
11 yung mga amo (British) diba? course their employers (are British)?
12 Nic: So ano po nila? So how do they do it?

23
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13 Para pong halimbawa Say for example

14 May mga grupo sila They have groups

15 Melba: Hindi kung may mga alaga No when they’re with their wards
16 Nic: Ahh Ahh

17 Melba: Diba makita mo sila You would see them together

18 pag may mga aalaga sasawayin with their ward and reprimand the
19 yung bata tapos may accent child with an accent

Melba relates in this extract the instances when she hears fellow
Filipinos accompanying their wards and deploying a stylized British accent in
the performance of their job as child carer. Interspersed with laughter,
Melba negatively evaluates such attempts of fellow Filipinos to be ‘trying
hard’ to mimic the way their employers speak while assuming that the
carer’s employers are British (lines 5-11; 17—19). This extract demonstrates
Melba having a rather fixed image of individuals who can and cannot (if not,
should not) be heard deploying a variety of English, here British English.
Melba thus seems to insert this group of migrant workers where she belongs
within a hierarchy of speakers to the position of deficient English-speaking
other of particular English varieties. Again, this belief system about who can
and cannot speak English in a certain way can be attributed to the unequal
ways by which speakers are treated in social imaginaries rooted in
sociolinguistic conditions that has historically favored one variety at the

expense of others.

Often left unnoticed in every day encounters, these lived experiences
of relative deficiency in English thus inform the communicative behavior of
migrants and by extension affect their lives and work in the host society.
They may be acknowledged to have a working knowledge in English, but a
defeatist belief deeply linked to an understanding about who can and cannot
speak English in a certain way become a centrifugal force rendering
themselves to be ‘outsiders’ — someone who does not belong, unwelcome,

or whose presence seem odd — in the receiving speech community. This is
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not always the case, however, as we shall see in the next subsection showing
my participants managing to negotiate their way towards being ‘centered’

as an ‘insider’ through English.

2. An English-proficient insider

The claim to English proficiency is one of the most notable themes
that emerged among my interviews expressed largely to demonstrate how
the language becomes a resource to resist and contest their marginal socio-
economic position in Hong Kong. One example can be seen in the next
extract from Rizza recalling her first employer’s surprise about her English
speaking ability. This is an extract from her account of her painful experience
with her employer who treated her badly and imposed rules beyond what

were agreed upon in her employment contract.

Extract 4
‘a Filipina who can speak English fluently’

1 Rizza:  And I told her

2 Have you ever read my contract?

3 Yes. And you signed in the contract

4 that you are my employer and | am your employee
5 it doesn’t stated there that | am your trainee.

6 Did you understand what you have signed?

7 And she told me

8 This is my first time to encounter

9 a Filipina who can speak English fluently.

Rizza succinctly recalls in this extract how her conversation went with
her first employer six months after she first arrived in Hong Kong in 1989.
Her employer, the wife of an influential Chinese business tycoon, kept on
insisting that Rizza had to prove her worth as a ‘trainee’ first before being
fully granted the privileges stipulated in the employment contract they both
signed. Admittedly outspoken, Rizza shares about questioning her
employer’s grasp of the contact she (the employer) signed (line 6);

recounting her employer’s surprise to encountering for the first time a
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Filipina ‘who can speak English fluently’ (lines 8-9). This extract reflects at

least two things: (1) her employer’s evaluation of her English to be fluent

despite being articulated in a confrontation; and (2) how through this

fluency in English, Filipino migrant workers of a particular background can

employ English as a communicative leverage to resist marginalization and

abuse in the household-workplace. We can safely assume that, for being

College educated and a product of an exclusive private school for girls in the

Philippines, Rizza’s class-based position in the Philippines would have

enabled her access to the more prestigious variety of English. This

prestigious variety seems to also become a resource for some other FDWs

to contest their position in certain situations, as we shall see in another

extract from Melba.

Extract 5
‘we were colonized by the Americans’

OCooNOOTUDE WNERE

NNRNNRRRRRRR R 2 2
W NP OWLVWLONOOULLD, WNERELO

Melba:

Nic:
Melba:

pag kausap ko British

sasabihan ako ng part time

kong isa kong kaibigan

yung amo niya British

sasabihan kami ng kaibigan

kong taga Tayabas sila e sabi nya
“Guys” sabi niya “You are talking
you are talking with a British ahh
family oh you know can you speak
British?”

and | tapos sabi ko

Ano bang ibig mong sabihin kasi nga
yung katulad yung trouser ah
katulad yung trousers

Mmm

di ba sa atin pants American

Ay sabi ko colonized kami ng
American so sorry kung hindi kami
ano. Ganyan ang ano namin

sa mga ano kasi colonized kami

so yun ang English namin.

Hindi naman kami under

ng British e
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when I talk to the British

my part time employer

with one of my friends

her employer was British

she would tell me and my friend
who’sfrom Tayabas she would say
“Guys” she would sya “You are
talking you are talking with a
British ahh family oh you know
Can you speak British?”

and then | would say

What do you mean because

you see just like with trousers ah
like with trousers

Mmm

back home we call it pants American
So | tell her we were colonized

by the Americans so sorry if we're
not. That we could not

because we were colonized

so that’s our English.

We were never under

the British you see
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The basis for this extract may have happened during one instance of
misunderstanding between the employer and Melba on account of the
lexical differences in British and American English (e.g., trousers vs. pants as
in lines 13—16). Melba recalls her part-time employer requesting that she
and her friend use British English since they are serving a family who are
using such standard (lines 7-10). However, Melba insisted that they could
not do so because they come from a country colonized by the Americans
which is why her English follows the American standard (lines 16—18).
Invoking her knowledge on Philippine linguistic history, she said she
explained to her part-time employer that the British never colonized the
Philippines for Filipinos like her to be familiar with the British English
standards (line 22-23). Although recalled by Melba to be an ordinary friendly
banter between an employer and an employee, this account nevertheless
mirrors contradictions linked with unequal valuation of certain Englishes
experienced by the likes of Melba in the performance of their jobs. For
others in different circumstances, miscommunication due to linguistic
differences can result in grave consequences to the migrant employee. But
for Melba, she demonstrates to be drawing on her historical knowledge on
the dominance of American English in the Philippines leading to her better
familiarity with it. This allowed her to be able to better explain her side, in
the process negotiating her position in the household-workplace as an
‘insider’ to particular knowledge systems. This demonstration of ‘knowing’
by asserting being an insider to particular information is more clearly
apparent in the following account shared by Helen. This final extract
illustrates Helen characterizing migrant domestic workers such as herself
who can be relied upon in the household for their command in English, away

from discriminatory remarks about intelligence levels.
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Extract 6
‘speak with confidence’

ol
LmPoWVLNO VA WN R

NNRRERRRRRRR
R O WLWOoWOWNOOUDAWN

Pero nasa sayo kasi yun e
kung makikita ng amo mo

na tanga ka? Parang gagawin
kang tanga talaga

Pero pag pinakita mong
ganito tayo Ma'am okay?
Kasi businesswoman ka
Gusto ko hindi yung

Pag may taong Amerikano
gaganan ka? No | don’t want
| want you to like this ((shows
straight posture))

and SPEAK. Even it’s not
perfect but you SPEAK

with confidence.

Ganun lang naman kasi diba?
Nic: That’s what you

Helen:

tell her po?
Helen: Oo
Nic: Wow

Helen: Natututo naman

And it's also about you

if you show your employer
that you’re stupid? They will treat
you as stupid

But if you show that

let’s do this Ma'am okay?
You’re a businesswoman
What | want is

When there’s an American
You’ll be timid? No | don’t want
| want you to like this ((shows
straight posture))

and SPEAK. Even it’s not
perfect but you SPEAK

with confidence.

It’s how things are right?
That's what you

tell her?

Yes

Wow

Good thing she learns

This extract is a part of a long discussion (omitted here) where Helen
constructs herself in her narrative as the ‘boss’ for being recognized by the
household she works for as an authority figure in spoken English. In this
extract, Helen shares how being assertive of what she knows and is able to
give her employers no reason to think that she is stupid and to be treated so
(lines 1-6). She explains that one way of demonstrating that she is not stupid
is by giving her businesswoman employer informal English communication
lessons (lines 7-15). Notably, Helen identifies her employer’s potential
clients or partners to be ‘American’ (line 9) with whom she said her employer
should speak with confidence regardless of imperfections in her English. This
shows Helen being given family language policy (Spolsky, 2012) decision-
making powers in the household, though hinged on an amicable relationship

with her employer and the household she works for.
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These extracts are just some examples whereby FDWs assert their
superior knowledge in English. Though embedded in the unequal valuation
of English capabilities set against a perceived hierarchy of speakers, we see
how FDWs can find ways to mobilize such unequal relations as centripetal
force towards becoming an ‘insider’ — someone who is knowledgeable and
therefore belongs —in the household and the wider Hong Kong society. Thus,
we see that the migrant worker can enact forms of covert resistance (Abu-
Lughod, 1990) channeled through the unequal linguistic relations of
Englishes, challenging, however small and unnoticeable, the inherently
unequal transnational migrant domestic labor set-up.

Discussion and Conclusion

Unequal Englishes as site of migrant agency and control

The notion of unequal Englishes (Tupas & Rubdy, 2015; Tupas &
Salonga, 2016) has very importantly alerted us to the reality that while many
language scholars extensively promote the equal treatment of the different
varieties of English, historically-rooted sociolinguistic conditions on the
ground render some Englishes more valuable than others. This translates to
speakers associated with particular Englishes having better access to choices
and opportunities while disenfranchising those who do not possess the
desirable English linguistic capital. It thus becomes imperative for
researchers to investigate how unequal relations brought about by the
uneven valuation of Englishes affect people especially among those deemed
to be potentially vulnerable. Arguably, transnational labor migrants like the
Filipino domestic workers in Hong Kong are perhaps among those who may
be predisposed to the effects of unequal Englishes. This is not to say that
transnational migrants engaged in professional and skilled work are not
vulnerable but that migrant domestic workers are likely to be confronted
with its effects more on account of the temporary nature of their work and
living arrangements in the host society.
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As | hope to have shown in this paper, the effects of unequal
Englishes among participants in this study tend to gravitate in both positive
and negative ways as they demonstrate in their accounts of lived
experiences with English their attempts to negotiate their marginal social
positioning in Hong Kong. Through the accounts, we see how participants
discursively invoke and locate themselves within a hierarchy of English
speakers — a hierarchy that is intimately linked with belief systems
historically shaping and shaped by conditions of unequal Englishes in the
origin (Tupas & Salonga, 2016) and receiving (Lee & Jenks, 2019) states. They
illustrate how particular people are viewed to be arranged in increasing level
of speaking and hearing rights to the prestigious English varieties: their Hong
Kong Chinese employers in the lower end, themselves next, their younger
more educated Filipino peers one notch higher than themselves, and the
‘white foreigners’ on top. This hierarchy tends to affect linguistic behavior
and inform the extent of English communication work needed when in the
company of particular people: being free to speak whatever English with
Hong Kong Chinese employers, monitoring spoken English when within the
earshot of Filipino peers while passing judgment to fellow Filipinos who
deploy stylized English, and finally, choosing to be silent or aloof when in the

presence of white westerners.

Nevertheless, we also see participants mobilizing unequal Englishes
as symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) in ways that challenge the inherently
unequal labor set-up they find themselves operating in. Their perceived
access to the valuable English linguistic resources become leverage to
contest marginalizing tendencies. For being acknowledged as possessing the
desirable English linguistic traits in certain households, they very easily
manage to work their way as an insider in the household—workplace
engendering reciprocal dependencies (Chatterjee & Schluter, 2020) that

work for both the worker and the employer — although oftentimes gainfully
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more advantageous to employers and the host society. In this labor set-up,
the employers, on the one hand, gain the desirable English linguistic capital
in the household and are able to pursue their chosen, more lucrative careers
while in close proximity with their family and children by hiring an English-
proficient migrant domestic worker to do reproductive labor on their behalf
at a relatively lower pay scale. The foreign domestic worker, on the other
hand, had to go the extra mile (both literally and figuratively), doing
‘affective labor’ (Hardt, 1999) by attempting to control the household’s
feelings and perceptions about herself (the migrant worker), if only through
invoking a hierarchy of English speakers, among many others, where her

proficiency (and her presence) is deemed relatively desirable.

Thus, notwithstanding the broader felt and lived injustices
engendered by the uneven distribution of opportunities worldwide, the
accounts of Hong Kong-based Filipino domestic workers demonstrate
conflicting effects of unequal Englishes — effects that frame their work
migration experience in ways that simultaneously fuel and challenge the

inherent power asymmetries in this transnational labor set-up.

Endnote

1In 1997, the governance of Hong Kong was ‘handed over’ by the
British government back to the People’s Republic of China ending the 50-

year rule of Britain in the city.
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