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Governing Migrant Workers at
a Distance: Managing the

Temporary Status of Guestworkers
in Taiwan

Yen-fen Tseng* and Hong-zen Wang**

ABSTRACT

This paper explores how a liberal democratic state keeps migrant workers
in temporary status by preventing their permanent settlement. Using Tai-
wan’s guestworker policy as an example, we argue that through expertise
discourses and strategies of ‘‘governance at a distance’’ involving private
sector, the Taiwan government has formulated policies and implemented
measures that effectively kept guestworkers in temporary status. Analyzing
Taiwan’s guestworker policy helps us to understand how the state and its
collaborators work together to enhance the control capacity over migrants,
while at the same time, enabling the state to keep its liberal pretense.

INTRODUCTION

[Under the design of a guestworker program], it is crucial that the
workers who are admitted should be ‘‘guests,’’ not immigrants seeking
a new home and a new citizenship….Hence, the regulations that govern
their admission are designed to bar them from the protection of citizen-
ship. They are brought in for a fixed time period, on contract to a par-
ticular employer; if they lose their jobs, they have to leave. They have
to leave in any case when their visas expire. They are either prevented
or discouraged from bringing dependents along with them, and they
are housed in barracks, segregated by sex, on the outskirts of the cities
where they work (Walzer, 1983: 56-57).
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March, 2006, Dubai. Riots broke out among migrant workers from
India, Pakistan and Bangladesh who were brought in to construct
important infrastructure. The first incident was instigated by migrant
workers building the world’s tallest building, Burj Dubai and surround-
ing housing developments. The second incident followed very quickly
and was instigated by migrant workers constructing an airport project.
Such revolts were the result of workers’ accumulated frustrations,
including crippling debts due to high brokerage fees, sleeping in
crowded rooms and working long shifts for low wages, sometimes
going for months without pay. They live in labour camps far away
from the workplace and spend hours on bus trips to the sites each day.
Similar protests have sprung up among migrant workers in Qatar,
Oman and Kuwait (McCarthy, 2006).

August, 2005, Taiwan. Around 300 of a group of 1,700 Thai workers
building the Kaohsiung MRT rioted over their poor treatment at the
hands of a manpower agency, which was appointed by the construc-
tion firm to hire and supervise them. The workers spoke of the
unjust and inhumane management of work and living conditions.
Later, it was discovered that the broker illegally charged brokerage
fees from Thai workers and more than 56% (about US$275) of the
workers’ monthly salaries disappeared into someone’s pockets (Xu et
al, .2005)

What do the workers participating in the Dubai and Kaohsiung’s revolts
have in common? Firstly, they are all foreign workers helping the host
country to upgrade local infrastructure and enhance local people’s qual-
ity of life, while they themselves live in labour camps in inhumane con-
ditions. They are part of a growing number of ‘‘guestworkers’’ who are
brought to work under dangerous and hostile conditions in foreign
countries. They are sometimes referred to as the contemporary version
of indentured workers. However, unlike indentured workers, contempo-
rary guestworkers are not allowed to stay after the expiration of their
contracts (Hahamovitch, 2003: 72). Walzer’s passage at the beginning of
this paper about guestworkers’ experiences highlights the moral and
political controversies of guestworker programmes, especially in demo-
cratic societies. These types of manpower policies make migrants vulner-
able to abuses and expulsion. Many researchers have pointed out that
the problems facing migrants similar to those in the United Arab Emir-
ates and Taiwan, Republic of China (hereafter, ‘‘Taiwan’’), such as poor
housing and labour conditions, originate from national policies that
keep unskilled workers temporary and therefore disposable (Piper,
2004).
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Guestworker programmes have many country-specific variations but all
share a common theme, that is, the temporary status of migrant work-
ers. As the name implies, these migrant labourers might work as
‘‘guests’’ as long as hosts wish them to stay. Guestworker programmes
often regulate migrant workers in many ways; however, the most impor-
tant feature of such policies involves governing the temporal relationship
of migrant workers with their host society. Guestworker programmes
create channels for migrants to come and at the same time create
‘‘terminals’’ for them to leave.

However, most guestworker programmes do not demonstrate a strong
will to terminate the migrants’ stay. Guestworker programmes in North
America as well as in Europe brought in migrants who eventually settled
in destination countries permanently, in violation of their temporary sta-
tus. Anti-immigration advocates criticizing guestworker programmes in
North America and west European countries used to comment that
‘‘there is nothing more permanent than temporary workers’’ (Martin,
2003: 2).

Soysal (1994) points out a governing assumption behind every guest-
worker system, that is, guestworkers can be sent back at times when the
labour markets do not need them. Or as Miller (1986), put it, the ‘‘hall-
mark’’ of temporary worker policy is ‘‘the expectation of repatriation or
return’’. Hammar (1985: 250) argues that the ideal way of operating a
guestworker programme is a rotational system that would require the
replacement of departed ‘‘guests’’ with new workers employed under the
same temporary restrictions. However, after a systematic analysis of
guestworker programmes in countries of western and northern Europe,
Hammar concluded ‘‘none of the project countries has ever carried the
rotational system to its logical extreme, i.e., the massive use of forced
repatriation’’ (1985: 250).

Earlier literature takes the working of this governing assumption, or
‘‘expectation,’’ for granted, mostly viewing it as the result of economic
fluctuations. So if guestworkers stay after their legal status expired,
according to this perspective, it is because the host labour market devel-
ops a structural dependency on foreign low-skilled workers in certain
sectors (Piore, 1979). There is little discussion about the variations in
political determinations and measures in governing such temporary sta-
tus. Little research attention has been paid to whether massive use of
forced repatriation is employed as a way of terminating guestworkers’
temporal relationship with host societies or whether there are other ways
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of governing guestworkers to go back when they are no longer needed.
In other words, the state’s efforts in governing the temporary status of
guestworkers is understudied, and as a result of this, it is little under-
stood why, in some countries, most guestworkers behave like all guests
are expected to, to return home according to the contract, while in other
countries guestworkers overstay and become a permanent feature of the
population and labour market in the host country.

This paper studies Taiwan’s guestworker policy by focusing on political
determinations and implementation in keeping guestworkers temporary,
which has involved processes of first creating a social category called
‘‘guestworkers’’ that separates aliens from potential immigrants. This
paper will present a framework analyzing the knowledge required to
build ‘‘political rationality’’ for creating a legal category of guestworkers
and the technologies required to implement such a legal concept. In the
case of Taiwan, experts in social engineering, mostly economists and
demographers, were called upon by the state to construct the argument
in support of a temporary worker scheme. In implementing such a pol-
icy, the state has relied on brokers and employers to conduct surveil-
lance of migrant workers to prevent their overstaying. In conclusion, the
paper discusses the implications of Taiwan’s case study for a democratic
polity. In democratic societies like Taiwan, the state has relied more and
more on private agents rather than organs of ‘the state’ as a form of
‘‘governance at a distance’’ to solve the dilemma of a democratic polity
imagining foreign workers, especially with regard to the problem of
coercing them to leave the country once they are allowed in.

GUESTS INVITED BY RELUCTANT HOSTS: THE REVIVAL OF

GUESTWORKER PROGRAMMES

In 1986, in a special issue on guestworker programmes that appeared in
International Migration Review (Vol 20, No.4), researchers pointed out
the policy contradictions and practical problems associated with guest-
worker programmes in Europe and North America. In that special issue,
Castles (1986) even wrote ‘‘an obituary’’ to guestworker policy, arguing
that ‘‘guestworker systems inevitably lead to permanent migration in the
long run’’ (1986: 761). However, severe warnings about the fundamental
problems of guestworker policies did not bring an end to them. As a
matter of fact, since the mid-1980s, many more countries have resorted
to guestworkers to meet the structural demand for workers (Stalker,
2000).
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Countries in Europe and North America set up the earliest forms of
guestworker programmes, as early as the nineteenth century, but began
to abandon such programmes in the early 1970s (Hahamovitch, 2003).
In the 1980s and 1990s, countries in the Middle East and Asia, including
Taiwan, began to expand their labour supply to include foreigners.
These countries also chose to adopt guestworker policies (Martin, et al.,
1996; Lee and Wang, 1996; Wong, 1997; Nagayama, 1996; Lee, 1997).
As Hahamovitch (2003: 92) put it, ‘‘guestworker programs are alive and
well, and are becoming more popular as states try to open their markets
without opening their borders’’(italics author’s). Indeed, guestworker pro-
grammes are part of a normative model of migration typically adopted
by an ‘‘exclusionary’’ migration regime, supported not by market effi-
ciency, but by ideologies of nationhood and citizenship (Soysal, 1994).
Moreover, during the 1990s some European and North American coun-
tries adopted various forms of guestworker schemes again (Martin,
2003). A recent example is the temporary worker programme proposed
by the Bush administration in 2005, as part of its immigration reform
efforts. This programme proposed to legalize all undocumented immi-
grant workers in the United States to the status of temporary workers
who are allowed, legally, up to six years residence.

In the past two decades, guestworker programmes have been especially
popular in some industrialized Asian countries, a region where most
labour migration is organized on the basis of the receiving country’s
rules. In countries such as Singapore, Korea, Japan, Hong Kong, and
Taiwan, the recruitment of foreign workers sets in motion a dynamic
process to perpetuate migration for employment, which has developed a
structural dependency on foreign workers. Moreover, just as Martin,
et al., (1996: 165) point out, ‘‘the presence of migrants makes it unneces-
sary to restructure certain jobs, or to adjust wages, which isolates
migrant labor markets from the mainstream economy.’’

In 1991, Taiwan responded to the demands for foreign labour in the
island’s labour-intensive industries, and for domestic maids and care
workers, by formally establishing a foreign labour policy. The market
drive to bring in foreign workers immediately met with opposition stem-
ming from concerns over whether or not such presence of large number
of foreigners would destroy the supposed ethnic homogeneity of Taiwan.
To choose a guestworker programme over other forms of immigration
policy reflected both an economic solution as well as an expression of
a preference for ethnic ⁄ cultural homogeneity in demographics in
the future. In their general survey of citizenship laws in East Asian
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countries, Castles and Davidson (2000) found that north-east Asian
states (Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan) promote ethnic homogeneity
through their policies more than any other country in the world.1 It is
not then surprising that Japan and Korea have encouraged the descen-
dants of their own ethnic diasporas to fulfill their labour needs (Lee,
1997; Kang, 1996; Nagayama, 1996). The exclusionary migration
regimes of these countries reflect their ideologies of ethnic homogeneity.
For example, until recent changes in the nationality laws, Taiwan did
not issue immigration visas except for spouses. In other words, foreign-
ers were not supposed to immigrate to Taiwan except when undertaking
marriage to a native Taiwanese citizen.

Taiwan’s guestworker programme began a decade of dramatic growth in
the number of low-end foreign workers. In 2005, over 320,000 legal for-
eign workers were living and working in Taiwan – approximately 3.1
per cent of the island’s entire labour pool and 9.5 per cent of the low-
end labour pool (EVTA, 2005a). The four major source countries are
Thailand, the Philippines, Viet Nam and Indonesia. When examining
the guestworker programmes in the Asia Pacific region, Yaw (2002)
noted that as the industrialized Asian countries were already familiar
with the unintended settlement of migrant workers in Europe and else-
where, they were determined to create schemes that would make it extre-
mely difficult for guest workers to overstay. Severe penalties are
imposed on overstayers and the employers who hire them. As a late-
comer to the establishment of a guestworker programme, Taiwanese pol-
icymakers are worried about the possible overstay of temporary
workers, and are therefore taking extra steps to prevent such unintended
policy consequences. The Council of Labor Affairs (CLA), the state
apparatus in charge of drafting the guestworker programme in Taiwan,
decided to follow the Singaporean guestworker programme model, since
it is considered a policy that takes a strong stance on allowing foreign
labourers to stay only temporary (Council of Labor Affairs, 1989).

The lack of a tradition of receiving foreigners other than ethnic Chinese
is a rationale offered by officials for the recruitment of guestworkers
instead of immigrants to meet the labour shortage. However, it is the
working class background that rendered this group of foreign workers
subject to the denial of extended residency and to immediate repatria-
tion at the end of their work permit. The idea of ethnic homogeneity
seems rather innocuous compared with the class assumption behind the
criteria for inclusion and exclusion, since white-collar workers are
exempt from the above regulations. Also, the border controls to which
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working class foreigners are subjected exists not only at the point of
their arrival and departure, but also during their stay.

Under such a system of control, foreign workers in Taiwan are likely to
be put in a kind of revolving door along the border, so that government
agencies can easily turn the door to either let them in or out of the
country. In the past fifteen years, over a million guestworkers have
entered the country to work but a great majority of them have also left.
Of the total guestworker population, only about 2 per cent have over-
stayed and still remain in Taiwan (refer to table 1). In other words, the
great majority of guestworkers in Taiwan behave according to the inten-
tion of policymakers who developed the regulations. What has the
Taiwan government done to see off these ‘‘guests’’ on time? To under-
stand, we must examine the origin of the strong will and calculative
political actions behind these practices.

A modern state’s immigration policy makes up a key part of the legal
and administrative regulations used to assert its collective sovereignty.
Guestworker programmes exemplify these sociopolitical practices.
Guestworkers are the most regulated individual migrants in the contem-
porary era, since they are the products of state-orchestrated migration
channels to bring in temporary labourers from abroad and send them
back when they are no longer needed. To transform certain types of for-
eigners into guestworkers requires immigration controls that involve the
exercise of complex forms of power, including knowledge power of
expertise. Therefore, in the rest of the article, we will first analyze
the expertise utilized by the state to justify the guestworker policy in
Taiwan. Then, we will present evidence to show that the state tends to

TABLE 1

NUMBER OF FOREIGN WORKERS OVERSTAYING THEIR VISAS BY COUNTRIES OF

ORIGIN (1992-2006)

Accumulated Number Deported Number Still in Residence

Philippines 23,533 20,551 2,982
Indonesia 22,160 16,648 5,512
Thailand 30,624 28,785 1,839
Viet Nam 25,466 14,755 10,711
Other 556 549 7
Total 102,339 81,288 21,051

Source: National Police Agency, Ministry of the Interior, Statistics on Runaway Foreign
Workers.
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mobilize agents other than those of ‘‘the state’’ to govern the temporary
status of guestworkers.

BUILDING POLITICAL RATIONALITY FOR TAIWAN’S

GUESTWORKER PROGRAMME

Justifying the initiation of government programmes such as a guest-
worker scheme requires a certain political rationality. A government
needs to provide theories and explanations for such a scheme by repre-
senting what the realities are and what problems the government needs
to address. Following Gordon’s (1980) assertion that programmes of
government are not simply formulations of wishes and intentions, Rose
and Miller (1992: 182) argue that ‘‘programs lay claim to certain knowl-
edge of the sphere or problem to be addressed’’. The knowledge field
generated for the purpose of facilitating state policy may consist of
‘‘government reports, committees of inquiry, White Papers, proposals of
all kinds’’ (1992: 182). As Rose and Miller (1992: 182) note, ‘‘the theo-
ries of the social sciences, of economics, of sociology and of psychology,
thus provide a kind of intellectual machinery for government’’. Such
intellectual machinery is important in contemporary political culture.
Just as Porter (1995: i) argues that applying science to governmental
affairs is the result of a political culture, because when scientific (or sys-
tematic) researches are applied to governmental affairs, it makes govern-
ment decisions more ‘‘intellectual’’, public, and more democratic.

What kind of political rationality do we expect to find to support a
guestworker programme? According to Hahamovitch, who traced the
development of guestworker schemes over a hundred year period, guest-
worker policies are ‘‘state-brokered compromises designed to maintain
high levels of migration while placating anti-immigrant movements’’
(2003: 73). In other words, it is a compromise between forces desiring
and forces fearing foreign workers. Such a compromise can be observed
at the time when Taiwan policymakers created the first policy scheme to
legally import workers from abroad.

Necessary workers but unwanted members

Just a few years before the first guestworker scheme was introduced in
Taiwan in 1992, the government commissioned scholarly reports on
migrant workers’ problems by comparing guestworker policies and their
consequences across countries. This knowledge stock was built by
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researchers, including demographers and economists. To fully under-
stand the establishment of a guestworker scheme, we must first look at
the knowledge building behind the political rationale justifying the need
to import foreign workers (i.e., the positive economic impacts), and then
examine the other side of knowledge building used to justify or demon-
strate the negative social impacts brought by foreign workers (i.e., the
‘‘society’’ side). We utilize documentary data from the government’s
commissioned reports to discuss the knowledge that helped to build up
political rationales in regard to the guestworker policy in Taiwan, with a
special focus on the two most important reports, one by economists,
and another by demographers.

Building the desire (input from economists)

Offering jobs to foreigners puts local workers’ employment opportunities
at risk. Therefore, most states have built the legitimacy of implementing
guestworker programmes upon ‘‘labour shortages’’ in sectors such as
agriculture, home care, and manufacturing. Governments mainly rely on
economists to offer assessments and justifications for bringing in foreign
workers. Before the introduction of the foreign labour programme, the
government in Taiwan released a survey showing that the percentage of
Taiwanese manufacturing firms reporting a shortage of workers rose,
growing from 16 per cent in 1982, to 30 per cent in 1983, and to 52 per
cent in 1987 (Accounting and Statistics, 1991). At the same time, from
1980 to 1990, Taiwan witnessed a dramatic increase in foreign direct
investments in both Southeast Asia and the People’s Republic of China
(Chen, 1998:147). When employers threatened to relocate if they were
not provided with cheap foreign workers, the Taiwanese state, a typical
capitalist state which has always made policies as business-friendly as
possible, responded to perceived threats of de-industrialization by prom-
ising a foreign worker policy scheme. According to the statements issued
by the Ministry of Economic Affairs to the news media on the eve of
the introduction of the new policy, labour shortages in the manufactur-
ing sectors hurt capital investment incentives and, eventually, overall
employment opportunities for local workers (Legislative Yuan, 1991).
Other reports argued that by importing affordable foreign domestic
workers, the household work load traditionally assigned to women
would be relieved and as a result, the labour market participation of
Taiwanese women would increase. The government’s legitimacy-building
efforts were so successful that the overwhelming majority of workers
supported the idea of importing foreign workers. According to surveys
conducted in 1994 and 1995, 82 per cent of Taiwanese workers agreed
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that foreign workers were needed under certain conditions; only 14 per
cent opposed the admission of all foreign workers (Lu, 2000: 120).

The single most important report on ‘‘labour shortages’’ and related fig-
ures was Labor Shortages and the Supply of Foreign Workers in Taiwan,
a report commissioned by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and under-
taken by two prominent economists (Wu and Chang, 1991). The report
set out to investigate the situation and causes of labour shortages and to
evaluate the possible impact on local unskilled workers if importing for-
eigners to fill the labour shortages. They relied on unemployment rates
as a proxy to labour shortages. In the end, they found that the unem-
ployment rate went up in proportion to the increase in education level.
It showed that low-skilled or unskilled workers were near full-employ-
ment, indirectly supporting the assertion that the labour-intensive, low-
skilled work sector was likely to have labour shortages. As to the cause
of such labour shortages, they found that while labour supply, wage
level, and labour demand had grown between 1960 and 1990, labour
demand grew at a faster rate than labour supply and wage level. As a
result, labour shortages accumulated.

As to solutions, they argued that wage and labour market conditions
are the product of market mechanisms, and therefore the only solution
to the labour shortage was to increase the labour supply. It was argued
that the natural growth of the population had come to a halt and would
continue to fall, reducing its input to new labour supply, so these econo-
mists proposed to raise the labour market participation rate in the long
run to cope with labour shortage. However, to solve the immediate
problem of labour supply, they proposed that the only way out was to
bring foreigners in. In regard to the impact of foreign workers on the
national economy, they argued that foreign workers are good for gen-
eral welfare but hurt income distribution by enlarging the divide
between the skilled and unskilled workers. The supply of foreign work-
ers would encourage short–term capital investment but would produce a
negative social externality. As to the last point, by negative social exter-
nality, they meant socio-cultural heterogeneity that would result from
the increased presence of foreign workers. The solution to such a possi-
ble externality is to make sure that foreign workers return home. They
therefore highly recommended the modeling a guestworker policy on the
Singaporean policy because it had restrictive features that succeeded in
preventing foreign workers from overstaying and settling. This widely
quoted report recommended that economically, foreign workers would
contribute more benefit than cost. They used the term ‘‘foreign workers’’
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as the ideal type, to refer to who would come to Taiwan to work only,
on the contrary, ‘‘immigrant workers’’ are those who would seek to set-
tle (1991: 94). In sum, this report began with ‘‘economic’’ evaluations
but ended up with ‘‘social’’ evaluations. In such a view, bringing in for-
eign workers creates positive outcomes for the economy on the one
hand, and negative outcomes for the society on the other hand. The best
way to get around this paradox, as suggested by the authors, was to
limit the foreign workers’ stay in order to minimize their ‘‘social’’ rela-
tions with Taiwan. Behind this economistic analysis lies the assumption
that the economic is separable from the social.

Building the fear (input from demographers)

In addressing concerns about social responses to the entry of a signifi-
cant number of foreign workers into a society that remained literally
closed to the settlement of foreigners,2 academic specialists were called
in to help to substantiate the argument that Taiwanese people needed to
be aware of the kinds of negative impacts foreign workers might pro-
duced. A widely quoted government-commissioned report entitled Social
Problems Caused by Foreign Workers: Evaluations and Policy responses
(Tsai, et al., 1992) was written by a team of demographers. Two main
conclusions in this report confirmed the need for a guestworker scheme
in Taiwan.

Based on their surveys of undocumented foreign workers at that time,
the authors found that foreign workers faced tremendous hardships both
in work and life. Although these problems and hardships were related to
poor working and living conditions caused by employers, racial discrimi-
nation by Taiwanese nationals, and other exploiting mechanisms, they
framed such hardships as the result of personal problems in adapting to
a new society. Actually, most adaptation problems pointed out by this
report such as lengthy working hours, feeling to be discriminated, unsat-
isfactory wages and treatment, working environment, had less to do
with individual characteristics or actions (Tsai, et al., 1992:43-47). On
the contrary, foreign workers were victims of structural and cultural
arrangements.

Secondly, the report emphasized the possible negative ‘‘social’’ impacts
brought by foreign workers: such as threatening local workers’ job
opportunities, or ethnic tension, an increased crime rate, and an
increased risk of epidemics (Tsai et al., 1992: 74-79). In investigating
why foreign workers would increase crime rates or bring in epidemics,

Managing the temporary status of guestworkers in Taiwan 11

� 2011 The Authors

International Migration � 2011 IOM



the report assumes foreign workers to be inclined to commit crime, to
break the law, to cause a public health problem, and become involved
in fighting, etc. They are seen as people prone to deviant behavior in
general.

The proposal to bring in foreign workers would present a challenge to
the state in terms of balancing the interests of different stakeholders.
Therefore, it was important that the government build up the political
rationality based on ‘‘objective facts’’ in order to earn trust from all par-
ties and therefore, without surprise, the reports commissioned by the
government heavily relied upon statistics. As Porter pointed out, ‘‘quan-
tification is a technology of distance’’ (1995: ix). Such a highly disci-
plined discourse helps to produce knowledge independent of the
particular people who make it. This is the kind of knowledge which Por-
ter found to be identified as ‘‘objectivity’’, that is, impersonality. From
this point of view, quantification has to do with the exclusion of judg-
ment, the struggle against subjectivity. Numbers, according to Porter,
‘‘create and can be compared with norms, which are among the gentlest
and yet most pervasive forms of power in modern democracies’’ (1995:
45).

With systematic input from economists and demographers, the knowl-
edge built by researchers and the government regarding the how to
address the perceived labour shortages all pointed in the direction of
bringing workers but not potential immigrants. Thus, creating a guest-
worker policy that recognizes foreign workers as economically desirable
but socially fearful was the only policy considered politically feasible in
Taiwan in its first and historic policy of bringing in foreign workers.
Guestworker programmes usually designate certain types of foreigners
as necessary workers but unwanted citizens.3 This confirms the observa-
tion that countries adopting guestworker programmes generally under-
stand themselves as strictly mono-ethnic and mono-cultural
(Hahamovitch, 2003). However, unlike Japanese and Korean policies
that preserve their perceived national identity by recruiting co-ethnic
workers from overseas who are allowed to work a longer period of time,
Taiwanese policy created a separate legal status for foreign workers to
make sure such workers’ visits to Taiwan were of a temporary nature.
Foreign workers’ opportunities for becoming probationary immigrants
are blocked by such a recruitment policy. The knowledge which helped
in building this political rationale, coincided with, if not originated from,
the nationalist ideology of political elites that Taiwan does not want any
immigrants (Tseng, 2004).

12 Tseng and Wang

� 2011 The Authors

International Migration � 2011 IOM



In the end, guestworker policies tend to satisfy a nativist ideology. Fur-
thermore, these policies invite classism as well. It suggests that ‘‘we’’ do
not feel comfortable in accepting blue-collar foreigners as our potential
citizens. The Taiwan case shows that class, not race, has been the key
organizing principle of hierarchical arrangements of unequal status
among foreigners. Since 2006, the policy of separating foreign workers
from everybody else has gone as far as to mandate that guestworkers
entering Taiwan have to wear a ‘‘foreign workers’’ identification sticker
so that immigration bureaus and other officials can recognize them as
people who require special administrative attention. Practices such as
this further differentiate those who should be governed and those who
should not.

DEPLOYING MEASURES OF SURVEILLANCE

From the above discussion, we can identify two basic emphases in build-
ing the political rationale for introducing a guestworker programme in
Taiwan. First, lower-class foreign workers are singled out as a special
kind of foreigner that would bring social problems. Second, their pro-
longed stay or settlement should be guarded against to ensure that they
remain as temporary workers but not potential members of the host
society. Measures were therefore taken mainly to make sure that foreign
blue-collar workers receive special administrative attention to ensure
that they leave the country after their permit expires. This section analy-
ses two kinds of relevant policy measures to achieve this. In the follow-
ing analysis, we set out to see how the political rationales behind
implementing a guestworker programme were put into practice. Two
types of practices are most relevant in enacting strict surveillance of
blue-collar foreigners to reduce two presumed ‘‘social bads’’ associated
with their entry. First is the health checks to reduce the presumed ‘‘pub-
lic health hazards’’ posed by the presence of foreign guestworkers. The
second involves preventing legal guestworkers from ‘‘running away’’ to
disappear into the undocumented labour market beyond state control.

Health Checks as Border Control

Throughout the history of international migration, immigrants have
been considered hazardous to host countries because of the fear
of germs and diseases imported from outside (Markel and Stern, 2002).
Bablibar (2002) has pointed out similar practices that ‘‘some borders are
no longer situated at the borders at all, in the geographic-political admin-
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istrative sense of the term. They are in fact elsewhere, wherever selective
controls are to be found, such as, for example, health or security
checks’’ (2002: 84, italics original).

As a result, for a long time, most immigrant receiving countries ask
those who apply for a visa or are accepted for immigration to pass
health checks of various kinds before they cross the border to enter the
country. However, once they enter, very few countries ask migrants to
undergo health checks regularly and decide if they those migrants are
allowed to stay based on the medical results. Health checks used to be
mandated for most foreigners before they applied for a work permit to
Taiwan (until recent years), but only foreign blue collar workers have
been required to undergo regular health checks before and after they
enter the country. The current policy mandates that if the workers are
found to contract any of 21 officially-designated epidemic illnesses or
any of six specified health problems (including psychiatric issues), they
shall be deported immediately. In other words, migrants are subject to
immediate repatriation if they fail to meet any of the required health
conditions during their stay.4 Cheng (2003) pointed out that the treat-
ment of guestworkers, or foreign blue collar workers in Taiwan, as
opposed to other categories of foreigners, is best illustrated by the Tai-
wanese state’s monitoring and surveillance of these workers’ bodies,
including through regular health checks. We argue that such monitoring
has rendered guestworkers subject to regular border controls, as
opposed to their white-collar counterparts. Xenophobia may be a factor
in the policymaking, as Cheng (2003: 173) argued, but much more sig-
nificant is the class discrimination behind the criteria for inclusion and
exclusion. We argue that differentiating guestworkers’ bodies from oth-
ers, in the name of health control, results from racialized classism,
defined by an ideology that naturalizes working class foreigners as a lar-
gely unacceptable, yet temporarily employable ‘‘race’’.

Public health issues have been established by the previously mentioned
report written by demographers as one of the most unwanted problems
associated with guestworker policy (Tsai et al., 1992: 79). Despite the
fact that travelers coming in and out of Taiwan (about 24,000 in num-
ber every day via the airport as current level) already render the border
biologically vulnerable and epidemic-prone, foreign workers from South-
east Asia have been singled out and considered potential carriers and
transmitters of disease, sometimes based on little empirical evidence.
(Tseng, 2004). However, there has been an increase in statistics collec-
tion to help determine the specific health risks caused by guestworkers.
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In a recent report on communicable disease control in Taiwan, the
Department of Health attributed the increase in AIDS and tuberculosis
to the open border, including the increasing number of foreign blue col-
lar workers (Department of Health, news release, December 2005).
Within the Center for Disease Control, the official body that monitors
transmitted diseases, there is an office of ‘‘foreign workers health surveil-
lance’’ in charge of public health issues related to foreign workers. In
2004, the Department of Health also listed ‘‘investigating and quarantin-
ing diseases brought by foreign blue collar workers’’ as one of the top
priorities in improving public health. However, such alerts are often pre-
sented in the absence of empirical evidence. The Department of Health
regularly publicizes statistics on health check results of blue collar work-
ers (Department of Health, http://www.doh.gov.tw/statistic/data), but
we found these statistics to be generally inadequate as valid evidence
that foreign blue collar workers are a high risk group for many trans-
mitted diseases.

During the past decade, two features of such surveillance regulations
have demonstrated the ‘‘advancement’’ of such measures as a means of
governing foreigners’ bodies. First, the policy to guard public health
against the health risk presumably caused by foreigners has been
strengthened. Over the years, more transmitted diseases have been listed
as grounds for denying the entry of foreigners or expelling them. Sec-
ond, the policy has attempted to categorize foreigners to differentiate
the kinds of governing measures to be applied to them, in order to spe-
cifically target lower class foreigners. According to the current regula-
tions, foreigners are classified into three groups that determine the types
of health controls required. The first type is international business peo-
ple, professionals, and expatriates in transnational corporations who
enjoy ‘‘exemption’’ from any health checkup when applying to enter the
border or renew their work permit. The second category consists of
those working as teachers in language schools. They are required to file
their health check records when they first apply for a work permit and
whenever they want to renew their work permit. The third category is
blue collar workers, who are subject to the most rigorous health checks.
They are required to be checked on more health items than the others,
and are asked to undergo health checks more frequently, not only before
they enter the country, but also regularly after their arrival. In practice,
there is also a fourth kind of foreigner, a subcategory of the third type:
female blue collar workers. In looking at the history of guestworker pro-
grammes, for those governments that were determined to keep foreign
workers temporary, female migrants were considered a serious threat
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because of their ability to reproduce. Hahamovitch (2003) pointed
out that, because of this fear, some earlier policies, such as those in the
United States, South Africa, and Great Britain, specifically excluded
women from entering as guestworkers. Consequently, in Taiwan, work-
ing class women migrants are subject to the closest monitoring. In the
third category of foreign workers (blue collar workers), a pregnancy
check is mandated for women when they first apply, as well as before
and immediately after they enter the border. The previous regulations
required female blue collar workers to undergo a pregnancy test every
half year and, if found pregnant, they were repatriated immediately
(regardless of whether the father was a Taiwanese). Now, upon their
arrival, female blue collar workers have to undergo another pregnancy
check-up to detect possibly falsified medical records at home or new sit-
uations related to the pregnancy.

The visible hand

To exercise such public health power and ensure compliance with health
check regulations, the government relies on employers and brokers to
ensure that their foreign workers comply with these complicated health
check timetables. Employers are held responsible for making sure that
their employees undergo health checks at the required intervals. The first
item in the official employers’ guide for employing foreign blue-collar
workers is as follows:

Arrange for your foreign workers to receive a medical check-up: Within
three days upon entrance, foreign workers should visit a designated
hospital for medical checkup, and do so again in the sixth, eighteenth,
and thirtieth month of the initial checkup. Within 15 days after the
checkup dates, the report should be sent to the local Department of
Health (EVTA, 2005b: 22).

There are penalties and fines for employers who fail to comply with
the law. As a result, a great majority of foreign workers do undergo
the required regular health checks. According to a recent statistic, over
99 per cent of foreign workers have complied with the health checkup
timetables (Department of Health, 2004). In addition to transferring
the monitoring duty to the employer, brokers are also levied with the
responsibility to govern undesirable situations. Though it is the
employer’s duty to take migrant workers to undergo health checks,
it is more common that the brokers take charge of these routines,
subcontracted by employers. For example, a big semiconductor
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manufacturing company in Kaohsiung hires more than five hundred
migrant workers from Viet Nam and the Philippines. It has its own
personnel department to manage these migrant workers, but the daily
life management outside working hours is relegated to brokers who
recruit these migrant workers for this company. The migrant workers
arrive in Taiwan in groups, and they are taken to undergo health
checks by the brokers every few months in groups. For those domestic
helpers who work in individual households, brokerage companies
deploy shuttles to pick them up and drive them to hospitals to take
health checks.

In short, health checks in Taiwan enable the government to identify
any undesirable risks brought by migrants of lower class. Border con-
trol for white collar migrants occurs only at the time of entrance, as
they are exempted from health checks after crossing the border. Regu-
lar health checks therefore serve to remind working class migrants of
the fact that the continuity of their stay does not come automatically,
even when they hold a legal work permit. They must be alert to the
fact that their residency and work permit in the host country is contin-
gent upon whether they would bring any additional unwanted cost.
So, even after they enter the border from the outside, they frequently
face ‘‘border’’ controls inside the country. The health checkup is thus
operated as an alternative form of immigration and border control. It
is through such kinds of governing measures that foreign blue-collar
workers are categorized as an ultra risk group. Their lower class
background has not only been perceived to bring extra burdens to
society, as mentioned above, but also to require different additional
monitoring.

‘‘Privatization’’ of Governance

Past studies rarely pay attention to analyzing what host governments do
in terminating the stay of guestworkers. As a matter of fact, most
researchers from liberal democratic country backgrounds tend to assume
that governments cannot do much in sending guestworkers away when
their time is up, since such involuntary repatriation is undesirable in
democratic societies (Bosewell and Straubhaar, 2004) However, it is
important to analyze the strategies and procedures through which
authorities seek to implement guestworker programmes and govern
workers’ temporary status. In Taiwan, what we observe is a shift of
governance from the hand of state to the private sector, and we
conceptualize this process as ‘‘privatization’’.
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The first strategy of the government towards privatization in this respect
is to put the responsibility on employers to send foreign workers home
on time, by withholding employers’ ‘‘entitlement’’ to recruit another for-
eign worker until a previous foreign worker whose permit has expired
has returned to his or her home country. If for any reason a worker fails
to leave Taiwan after the expiration of his or her work permit, the
employer is deprived of permission to recruit new foreign workers. This
policy also puts immediate pressure on employment brokers, since their
profits come from brokerage fees earned by helping employers continue
to recruit new workers from overseas (Wang and Belanger, 2007). Any
disruption on the demand side costs the brokers an opportunity to earn
money. As a result, brokers have been actively involved in ensuring that
guestworkers leave the country on time, in accordance with their
permits.

Brokers are also involved in a second strategy for monitoring guest-
workers. Although brokers are market actors, in the highly bureaucra-
tized guestworker programmes, governments of both the sending and
receiving countries tend to rely on brokers to serve the interest of the
state.5 Unlike the previous focus of researchers on the crucial role of
brokers in the operation of foreign labour market to match demand and
supply, we emphasize the crucial role played by brokers in assisting the
Taiwanese state to regulate the timetables of migrants’ stays. To control
migrant workers and locate them in certain industries and regions, the
government uses a quota system to transfer the monitoring role to
recruitment agencies. At present, there is an annual review of these
recruitment agencies based on different indicators. Agencies are classi-
fied into three levels: A, B, and C. Those agencies classified in the C
level will be asked to improve their operational performance, and if they
do not, their license will be cancelled. One important evaluation indica-
tor used to classify agencies is the percent of their recruitees who
become undocumented (in the colloquial term, that is, the ‘‘runaways’’)
(EVTA, 2007). Therefore, brokers have an interest in preventing any
‘‘runaway’’ situations. In addition, the quota to hire guestworkers is
fixed, and one ‘‘runaway’’ migrant worker means the reduction of profit
from another migrant worker, which is about US$ 580 per year by offi-
cially set service charges. If a migrant worker can work in Taiwan for
six years, it means the agency will lose US$ 3,500 for one worker who
runs away from his or her contractual term.

To reduce the loss incurred from ‘‘runaways’’, brokers usually demand a
certain amount of money as a deposit to guarantee against any breach
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of contract. This deposit fee is about US$ 1,200 according to our field-
work data in Viet Nam. In addition, brokers often also take away the
migrant worker’s passport, and delay payment of his or her salary for
one month. If a worker does ‘‘run away’’, the brokerage company would
employ various methods to find out where the worker has gone. A nor-
mal practice is to check the runaway workers’ recent called phone num-
bers in order to enquire with all of his or her friends. Brokerage
company representatives would also go to the worker’s most frequently
visited places such as hospitals and public parks, to interview other
migrant workers. The Taiwanese brokers usually also have their coun-
terparts in the sending country and these homeland brokers would go to
the migrant worker’s family and community to find possible clues of the
whereabouts of the migrant worker in Taiwan. A ‘‘runaway’’ worker
would normally keep in contact with his or her family, and so it is often
easier to locate the worker through contacts in the home community.

Thus, brokers are critical instruments for employers and governments to
manage the timelines along which temporary workers remain in Taiwan.
Brokers become indispensable in the process of governing migrant work-
ers partly because the government designs a series of tedious and numer-
ous procedures not only for bringing in, but also for sending off,
guestworkers. For example, the government agency requires employers
to file a boarding document notarized by an airline company as proof
of success in sending off the guestworkers on time. With the notarized
boarding document, a particular foreign worker’s name is taken off
from the official register kept by the Council of Labor Affairs, so a new
worker can be brought in. All these procedures create the need for
employers to depend on brokers, and as a result, brokers provide ser-
vices for employers as well as the state in managing guestworkers: they
help employers to recruit foreign workers and help the state remove for-
eign workers at the appropriate time. The following is a typical list of
services offered by brokers related to the procedures for monitoring
guestworkers’ health checks and repatriating guestworkers:

• Pick up foreign workers for the purpose of regular health checks
• Arrange to purchase airline tickets for workers’ return to home

country
• Transport workers to the airport and see them off at immigration

services
• File the necessary documents (including boarding certificate issued

by airline companies) to the Council of Labor Affairs to eliminate
the names of repatriated workers from the worker registry.
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Sometimes, when migrant workers intend to overstay but, as a result of
the tight surveillance by their employers or the withholding of their
money or documents, fail to achieve this, the airport will be the last
opportunity for them to ‘‘run away’’ (either before or after they are sent
off by the brokers at immigration). Since most brokers house the
recruited guestworkers in their own dormitories, it is more convenient
for brokers to send off the workers at the end of their contracts.
Migrant workers are usually under strict surveillance to prevent their
‘‘escape’’ from arrival until the last minute before departure. These
workers are usually driven to the airport during the early morning to
take the first flight to leave. Therefore, the moment when they are sup-
posed to take off at the airport is the sole opportunity for them to ‘‘dis-
appear’’. According to a figure issued by the airport patrol office, an
average of 20 to 30 guestworkers ‘‘disappeared’’ from the airport every
month during 2004-2005 (China Times, 14 March 2005).

A new development worth further observation is the newly founded
Foreign Workers Consulting Counter at the International Airport. It is
a service provision agency sponsored by the Council of Labor Affairs
but operated by an employers’ representative group. A counter is set up
in both arrival and departure halls to facilitate the entry and exit of for-
eign workers. According to the official website of this consulting project,
the goasl of setting up these counters are as follows: to implement strict
management of foreign workers in and out of the country; to establish
interface for communication channels between the government and bro-
kers; to stop the running away of foreign workers in the airport upon
arrival or before departure; to offer channels for foreign workers to
file complaints against their employers; and to offer information about
Taiwan to facilitate their adaptation and reduce the runaway rate (For-
eign Workers Consulting Center, http://www.fw.org.tw/all-about.php).

The services provided by these counters have been promoted by CLA
officials as offering a last minute chance for guestworkers to file any
complaints against their employers before they leave the country. How-
ever, in the official news released by CLA regarding the start-up ser-
vices, it is stated that the main purpose of consulting counters is to
reduce the opportunities for migrant workers to run away in the airport
(ETVA, 2006). To achieve this goal, a streamlined management system
has been established governing all foreign workers who arrive at or
depart from the airport. From the official website information, new pro-
cedures, that is, new management technologies, are added to the process
of receiving and sending off migrant workers. First, the foreign workers
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need to wear Foreign Workers ID; then, they have to be guided by facil-
itators to pass the immigration counter and they have to go to baggage
claim counters for foreign workers. Without a permit applied for in
advance to these counters by employers, no foreign blue-collar workers
can walk away from the airport to their destinations by themselves (for
details, please refer to Figure 1 and Figure 2).

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

In those guestworker schemes that pay special attention to preventing
guestworkers from staying, the government treats migrant workers like

For migrant workers  

1. If there is any question while filling the immigration forms, please ask 
facilitators for assistance. 

2. Please follow facilitators’ instruction to wear the migrant workers ID 
badge. 

3. Please follow facilitators’ instruction to take your luggage at the right 
carousel 

1. After getting your luggage, please follow facilitators’ instruction to 
line up in the waiting area designated for migrant workers. 

2. Please show your passport to the staff for the arrangement of airport 
pick-up service. If you have the official document from the prospect 
employer stating that no one will come to pick you up, please also 
inform the facilitators. 

3. Please read the migrant workers guidelines handbook carefully and 
keep the handbook intact.  

Please follow facilitators’ instruction to pass the custom control.

Please follow facilitators’ instruction and guidance to the migrant 

worker reception counter in the arrival hall, waiting for airport 

pick-up. 

Standard Immigration 
Procedures 

Migrants 

Passport control

Waiting Area,
Baggage Claim 

Reception
Service Desk

Custom Control

Arrival Lobby 

FIGURE 1

GUIDELINES FOR INCOMING MIGRANT WORKERS:

SERVICE PROVISION AT THE AIRPORT

Source: Service Provision Program for Migrant Workers at the Airport.
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water, and is likely to design a faucet to turn the flow on or off at will.
However, such a process, as is the case in Taiwan, is in opposition with
some important values treasured by democratic societies, among them
being free will based decision-making. In Western democratic societies,
these values result in constraints on the state: there are thus few central
and strong law enforcement institutions to force guestworkers to leave
when their permitted residence expires. This is the reason why many
guestworkers have overstayed their visas and permits in Europe, a situa-
tion considered as proof of the failure of guestworker policies there
(Castle, 1986). According to Bosewell and Straubhaar’s assessment,
a large proportion of undocumented migrants in Europe enter EU

1. Services only provided to those migrant workers arriving from 
Taoyuan International Airport. 

2. Application for migrant workers services should be lodged online three 
days before migrant workers’ arrival (website: www.fw.org.tw). Please 
update your information if there is any change. 

3. For those personnel to pick up migrant workers, please bring your ID 
and name list of migrant workers to register at the Migrant Worker 
Service Counter located in Terminal 1 or Terminal 2, 30 minutes prior 
to flight arrival. 

4. If pick-up is not arranged for incoming migrant workers and they can 
reach their destinations by themselves, please fill the Employer’s 
Declaration Form, fax it to the Migrant Service Station at the Airport at 
least one day before migrant worker’s arrival. 

Standard Immigration
Procedures

Migrants 

Passport control 

Waiting Area,
Baggage Claim

Reception
Service Desk 

Custom Control

Arrival Lobby

FIGURE 2

GUIDELINES FOR EMPLOYERS AND BROKERS: SERVICE PROVISIONS FOR

RECEIVING MIGRANT WORKERS AT THE AIRPORT

Source: Service Provision Program for Migrant Workers at the Airport.
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countries legally, but subsequently overstay their visas or permits (2004:
4). This is evidence of the ‘‘liberal paradox’’ referred to by Hollifield
(2004), because there are legal or institutional constraints on the behav-
ior of states vis-à-vis foreign nationals. The liberal states are reluctant to
make anyone leave the country involuntarily.

When the Bush administration proposed immigration reform in 2006,
intending to turn undocumented workers into guestworkers for up to six
years, anti-amnesty advocates could easily oppose the reform based on
the grounds that no practical mechanism would be put in place to end
the journey of guestworkers after the six year period. From their point
of view, without such mechanisms, temporary workers can easily over-
stay and become undocumented again. These criticisms prompted the
Bush administration to propose a system of strengthened enforcement
by creating an identification card system for foreign workers that would
include digitized fingerprints (Reutenberg, 2006). The problem remains
as to whether a liberal democracy would tolerate any mechanism to
make migrant workers leave, involving a massive use of state resources
to repatriate people. Hollifield (2004) inferred that such a ‘‘liberal para-
dox’’ is less acute in non-liberal states, so deportations and expulsions
are viable options for controlling immigration in those countries.

What does an analysis of Taiwan’s guestworker programme imply for a
liberal democracy? There are two main findings: first, expertise arising
out of targeted knowledge building was used to provide solutions to bal-
ance the conflicting needs of government, particularly economic needs,
and society in the recruitment of foreign workers; second, persons and
activities were to be governed through private channels supporting the
state, as in the case of Taiwan, where employers and brokers serve as
mediators to govern the temporary status of guestworkers. Such a sys-
tem is put into such practice because liberal rule seeks to ‘‘degovernmen-
talize the state and to de-statize practices of government’’ (Rose, 1996:
41). As a result, the state is under pressure to resort to strategies beyond
the state, to involve different individual actors in the process of gover-
nance. In the case of governing guestworkers worldwide, the policy ten-
dency is to put responsibility on employers by having them pay
penalties in situations of violations, such as when workers overstay the
time limits of their permits. Elsewhere, policies have been proposed to
impose more responsibility on migrants themselves (Schiff, 2004;
Epstein, et al., 1999). In Taiwan, the significance of the role of brokers
in preventing guestworkers from overstaying calls for further research
comparisons across countries.
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This paper has raised the question of why Taiwan’s guestworker pro-
gramme has been so ‘‘effective’’ in terms of preventing the overstaying
of temporary workers. A focus on ‘‘governance at a distance’’ in future
research, as we have argued, might help to move further in understand-
ing how the state and its collaborators beyond the state work together
to enhance the government’s control capacity over migrants, especially
in societies moving toward liberal rule. In the case of Taiwan, the gover-
nance has privatized the process, and border patrol has shifted to the
hands of employers and brokers. ‘‘Governing at a distance through
society’’ gives the rule and power of democratic governments the liberal
pretense, while allowing them to more effectively implement a strict
guestworker scheme.

NOTES

1. As part of their attempt to explain this distinction, Castles and Davidson
divided Asia-Pacific countries into two groups in terms of how foreigners
can gain citizenship: states that were formerly colonized and states that have
always remained autonomous. They argue that the former typically had
weaker borders that were more open to aliens. However, there are two nota-
ble exceptions in North-East Asia: neither Korea nor Taiwan, both of which
were controlled by the Japanese in the twentieth century, have immigration
laws

2. In early 1990 when the foreign workers were brought in, there was no legal
channel for accepting foreigners as immigrants except by marriage to native
citizens.

3. Regarding Taiwan’s immigration policy, see Wang and Belanger (2008)
4. Such conditions include HIV ⁄AIDS, tuberculosis, mental health
5. For example, many governments in labour-export countries consider private

agencies to be a legitimate part of the export process for providing ‘‘protec-
tion’’ to migrants
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