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Following the outbreak of COVID-19, academics and researchers 
across social science fields highlighted the ramifications of the pandem-
ic for the movement of people across borders, ranging from the implica-
tions of the pandemic on global remittance flows to the geographies on 
grief, intimacy, and loss (Abel and Gietel-Basten 2020; Maddrell 2020). 
These pieces of preliminary research highlighted the inherent interna-
tional and globalised state of the world in the 21st century. The expe-
rience of one group, however, emerged as an ideal subject of study and 
poignant symbol of the impact of the pandemic on the most vulnerable, 
those at the frontlines, and those whose existence has been inherently 
diasporic and fragmented – in short, those whose lives intersected with 
all things most impacted by the COVID-19 health, social, and econom-
ic crises. That is, the globalised Filipino healthcare community.

This chapter examines the precarity of Filipino healthcare workers 
caught in between nation states’ duties of care by focusing on those 
in the Philippines and the UK and by drawing on studies of Filipino 
labour migration and COVID-era commentary on Filipino healthcare 
workers in the two countries. This study posits that the Filipino expe-
rience is indicative of how migrant labour is controlled and exploited 
under globalised capitalism and by modern nation states in both the 
pre- and post-COVID worlds,1 and calls for voices from the community 
to be given due consideration and audience.

The global Filipino nation
In 2013, over 10 million Filipinos lived abroad, about 10% of the 
country’s total population (Commission on Filipinos Overseas 2013) 
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without accounting for second-, third-, or fourth-generation Filipinos 
around the globe. Migration flows from the Philippines have been 
shaped by experiences of colonialism and economic intervention from 
international organisations (Parreñas 2001, p.10). But the migration 
pattern of medical professionals has been particularly steeped in co-
lonial legacies. American colonial rule in the Philippines from 1898 to 
1946 established nursing as a medical profession through training pro-
grammes and teaching hospitals (Choy 2003, p.19). This was part of 
the US’s mission of ‘benevolent assimilation’, which positioned health 
and education as a means to achieve self-rule (Choy 2003, pp.20–21). 
It was also specifically designed to bring Filipino nurses to the US away 
from the Philippines (Choy 2003, p.5). In 2020, about 20,000 Filipinos 
worked for the UK’s National Health Service (NHS), the largest group 
after British and Indian workers (Baker 2020). Although this presence 
originated in the US colonial period, the 1990s saw the first major wave 
of Filipino nurses and other high-skilled workers migrating abroad, in-
cluding to the UK, facilitated by Philippine government bodies and pro-
grammes (Choy 2003, p.1).

The Filipino experience can be taken as representative of a fragile, 
globalised system relying on the mobile and docile labour of migrants 
for their work both in their destination country and ‘back home’, where 
they provide remittances as well as stability for the Philippines’ ‘ex-
port-based economy’ (Parreñas 2001, p.11). Though the Filipino nation 
has become disconnected due to physical boundaries and political bor-
ders – and, more recently, a global pandemic – it is connected through 
an imagined global community, to borrow Benedict Anderson’s (1983) 
concept of the nation, and through shared occupations and similar so-
cio-economic status (Parreñas, 2001, p.12). This is an archipelagic ex-
perience – by virtue of its geography and diaspora – shifting the focus 
from the national to a more dispersed and fragmented one, still con-
nected through an imagined bond (David 2018, p.335).

The impact of COVID-19 on this global Filipino nation has been 
documented by journalists, commentators, and academics alike. Galam 
(2020) has emphasised the role of community care among Filipino 
migrants in the UK, which stepped in where governments took a step 
back. Many have lauded the heroism demonstrated by Filipino health-
care workers and mourned the devastating toll the pandemic had on 
the community because of this and of broader structural issues from 
defunding of public health services to immigration regimes and legacies 
of racism and colonialism (Chikoko 2020; Day 2021).2 For many in 
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the community, it felt like Filipino healthcare workers were receiving 
long-awaited recognition (Isidro 2020), but the complex and at times 
tragic realities for Filipino healthcare workers have warranted further 
exploration.

The failure of two ‘hero’ narratives
While the global economy’s exploitation of and dependency on Filipino 
labour have earned Filipino migrants the titles of ‘servants of globali-
sation’ (Parreñas 2001) and ‘manufactur[ed] heroes’ (Guevarra 2009) 
forming an ‘empire of care’ (Choy 2003), the crises caused by COVID-19 
have cast new light on this phenomenon. Shortly after the pandemic 
outbreak, the Philippine government halted the deployment of health-
care workers abroad even if they had signed contracts to return to work 
abroad, while asking them to ‘volunteer’ at home for 500 Philippine pe-
sos (about US$10) a day (Magsambol 2020). The ban was partially lifted 
in April 2020 (Calonzo 2020), but in 2021 the Philippine government 
offered healthcare workers to Germany and the UK in exchange for vac-
cines (Morales 2021). The government’s decisions to call on ‘healthcare 
warriors’ (Magsambol 2020) to save the country from public health 
disaster and then offer them as a bartering tool for vaccines demon-
strated the pressure exerted by the global economy and its reliance on  
workers’ willingness to sacrifice themselves for the benefit of society.

In the UK, as early as May 2020, Filipinos were the single largest 
nationality to die from coronavirus among NHS staff. They account-
ed for 22% of COVID-19 deaths among nurses, despite Filipino nurses 
comprising only 3.8% of the nursing workforce (Kearney et al. 2020). 
By April 2021, at least 71 Filipino health and social care workers had 
died after contracting COVID-19, according to the data collected by the 
Kanlungan Filipino Consortium (hereafter Kanlungan) – a charity work-
ing to support the Filipino migrant community in the UK (Day 2021).

Filipino healthcare workers were placed at the intersection of two 
separate, but overlapping, hero narratives. Healthcare workers in the 
UK and around the globe were hailed as heroes and applauded as mod-
el citizens during the pandemic (Mohammed et al. 2021, p.4). In the 
Philippines, the push to work abroad was bolstered by popular narra-
tives of the overseas Filipino worker (OFW) as a ‘modern-day hero’ who 
endures tremendous hardship to form the backbone of the Philippines’ 
economy (Almendral 2018; Rocamora 2018). Their remittances, which 
contributed about 10% of the country’s gross domestic product in 
2019 (World Bank 2019), represented education and material stability 
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for people at home. As a Facebook tribute to Dondee, a Filipino NHS 
nurse who died from COVID-19 in April 2020, pointed out, ‘[h]e was 
the breadwinner of his family back home and helping 3 of his nieces/
nephews to college’ (Fernandez 2020).

Workers like Dondee may have been attributed the status of hero but 

Source: Courtesy of Kanlungan.

Figure 14.1. A Filipino woman with groceries delivered by Kanlungan 
volunteers in London, April 2020
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it did not provide him or his family with a changed material reality. Such 
attribution was, in fact, a tactic to deflect responsibility from politicians 
(Mohammed et al. 2021, p.8). Being an NHS hero receiving doorstep 

Source: Courtesy of Kanlungan.

Figure 14.2. Posters appealing for donations and volunteers for 
Kanlungan’s COVID-19 community outreach project in a Filipino 
grocery store window in London, April 2020



Exposing the transnational precarity of Filipino workers 167

claps3 from the British public and the prime minister did not translate 
into adequate pay rises, sufficient personal protective equipment, or se-
cure immigration status for staff (Campbell 2021; UK Government and 
Parliament Petitions 2020; UK Government and Parliament Petitions 
2021), nor did it translate into better protection from the Philippine 
government, as its offer to exchange workers for vaccines revealed 
(Morales 2021). Community groups and charities, such as Kanlungan, 
responded to the health and economic impact of the crisis on commu-
nities who were either not able to access or not eligible for COVID-19 
government support owing to their immigration status4 by filling in 
these gaps in welfare provision with emergency grocery delivery, men-
tal health support, and the dissemination of COVID-19 guidelines in 
community languages (Galam 2020, pp.452–453; Kanlungan Filipino 
Consortium 2021).

The situation faced by Filipino health and social care workers ex-
posed the failure and emptiness of these two narratives. Celebrating 
Filipino healthcare workers for their sacrifices and contributions, such 
as – ironically – administering the first COVID-19 vaccine in the UK 
(Chikoko 2020), may have made them heroes, but this public discourse 
did not translate into material and economic security. For Filipinos ‘at 
home’, the crisis demonstrated the need to fundamentally question the 
hero narrative surrounding OFWs. The hardship faced by OFWs must 
be recognised and appreciated, but a new narrative must be forged, 
one of empowered immigration through informed decision-making for 
migrants about their work and immigration, systematic access to ad-
equate support services and knowledge about labour rights, and sus-
tained agency. As Cielito Caneja (2020, p.2), a Filipino nurse in London, 
stated: ‘Please do not call me a hero. … I am a nurse delivering my oath 
and this is what we do, day in and day out. Long before the pandemic.’

Calls for change amid uncertain post-COVID futures
The tragedy of the Filipino is transnational. Whether they were abroad 
– dying from caring for the sick – or in the Philippines – experiencing 
loss of income, being killed in the streets for breaking lockdown rules, 
or being ‘red-tagged’ as communists (Talabong 2020; UN News 2021) 
– for many Filipinos, the present has become dire and the future deeply 
uncertain.

The pandemic required studies of the Filipino global nation and oth-
er diasporas to be re-evaluated. Much like the climate emergency, the 
long-term disruptive impact of the pandemic will lead to a reassessment 
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of global migration, healthcare and welfare regimes, and the further 
fragmentation of imagined global communities. The crises generated 
by the pandemic proved again the precarious position of both nation 
states and migrant workers caused by global capitalism. Nation states 
faced a near collapse of healthcare provision without the constant sup-
ply of migrant workers, while migrant workers were caught in between 
nation states, with neither able to properly care for them (Galam 2020, 
p.442; Ghosh 2020, p.92). On a micro scale, politicians, academics, 
and civil society at large must ask themselves, as Cielito, the Filipino 
nurse in London, asked, ‘who cares for the carers?’ (Caneja 2020, p.3).

Finally, the pandemic brought attention to issues that migrants’ 
rights activists and community members had been campaigning on for 
years (Galam 2020, p.442). It has been bittersweet to consider that 
public and academic interest in these issues expanded only after such 
tragedy had occurred. Much of the COVID-19 era’s activism was trau-
ma-responsive: the international Black Lives Matter and Stop Asian 
Hate movements, conversations in the UK about violence against wom-
en in the wake of Sarah Everard’s murder, and reckonings with systemic 
racism and inequalities in public health as non-White people continued 
to bear the brunt of the pandemic. There is an urgent need to listen to  
community members and resource their leadership in academic research 
and political decision-making, as opposed to making them the subject 
to/of research and relying on trauma to mobilise and beg for political 
capital. COVID-19 revealed injustices in the immigration, healthcare, 
education, and many other public systems. Let us not wait until the 
next global crisis to take these experiences seriously.

Notes
1. A literal ‘post-COVID’ world may never occur. Much like the ‘post’ in post-
colonialism is used to emphasise the impact of colonialism and empire on the 
contemporary moment, my use of ‘post’ in this chapter is an acknowledgement 
that any future occurring after the outbreak in late 2019–early 2020 will be 
shaped by the pandemic and the global response to it.

2. A more general repertory of news coverage relating to healthcare workers as 
heroes during the pandemic can be found in Mohammed et al. (2021).

3. During the first lockdown, people across the UK, including Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson and other senior politicians, took part in weekly claps on 
their doorsteps to show appreciation and support for health and social care  
workers.
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4. In the UK, under what is known as the ‘hostile environment’ policy, mi-
grants have no recourse to public funds, unless they have been granted indefi-
nite leave to remain.
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