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ABSTRACT

This paper explores cellular telephony among Filipino migrant workers as they cross transnational spaces. It looks at how cell-phones serve as virtual links among individuals not only in and within local, but also in international, spaces. Further, it examines how, with the expensive and centric landline telephony in the country, cell-phones help maintain familial relations that have been rendered transnational by an increasingly migrant labor force and a century of Filipino emigration. By looking at how individuals’ supposedly personal use of a communication device such as the mobile phone unwittingly transforms them into transnational cyborgs, the research can contribute to the discourse of globalization and communication technologies.  

INTRODUCTION

Mobile phones as human prostheses extend communicative spheres and, with roaming features, enable individuals to be reached and to reach out across national boundaries. Though subscribed to otherwise local networks, tri-band cell-phones enable their users to navigate across the planet using the same equipment and contact number as if they never left their original location. Multi-media services enable their users to exchange images and video feeds, sharing not only themselves but also their surroundings. They are as local as they are international. 

This paper explores cellular telephony among Filipino migrant workers as they cross transnational spaces. It looks at how cell-phones serve as virtual links among individuals not only in and within local, but also in international, spaces. Further, it examines how cell-phones, alongside other technologies, help maintain familial relations and strengthen personal, national identities that have been rendered transnational by an increasingly migrant labor force and a century of Filipino emigration. 
A story of diaspora

While migrant employment from the Philippines started in 1906 when 15 laborers started to work as sugar workers in Hawaii
, it was only in the last three decades that Filipinos’ “long history of migration… became part of the nation's everyday life”
 owing to the political upheavals and economic downturn in the 1970s that resulted in widespread unemployment in the Philippines and which made working in the oil-rich but manpower-deficient Mid-East countries appealing.
 
Among those in this diaspora was my father who worked in Saudi Arabia for 13 years beginning in 1983, coming home only for his annual month-long vacation. My father, as with the workers who “were bound by temporary contracts to foreign employers in international locales,”
 was an OCW or overseas contract worker, a term that has since been rephrased as OFW, with F for Filipino, to include those workers who had tenure abroad.
OFWs constitute a big section of the country’s workforce. From 350,982 documented workers deployed in 1984, 867,969 were deployed in 2002. Further, nearly 7.5 million Filipinos, or 10% of the national population, are working abroad.
 Economics is a central issue in migrant employment. The drive “to seek good earnings within maximally safe and minimally abusive environments”
 is a main goal of the OFW experience.
 It is through remittances and communication that OFWs exert their influence over their families
 and the Philippine government.
 OFWs, by remitting nearly nearly six billion dollars into the Philippine economy,
 are de facto sources of foreign aid,
 which, together with their sacrifices in working away from the family, have behooved the government to honor them as new heroes. 

Beyond, but still within, the nation
Migrant employment was an initiative by former President Ferdinand Marcos to use transnational dynamics to meet balance of payment requirements. In 1974, the Philippine Labor Code made the export of labor feasible through the institution of “state agencies charged with deploying Filipino workers overseas”
. Since then and further strengthened by Republic Act (RA) 8042
, “the Philippines’ overseas employment program has developed into a highly-institutionalized, complex agglomeration… The Philippines is also currently the world’s largest exporter of government-sponsored labor”
.  This speaks of the mobility and flexibility of the Philippine workforce, catering at once to the dynamics of globalized economies as well as to the security needed by host states, as the countries which hire the workers are called, in ensuring the migrant workers would eventually leave their territories for home.
 This mobility of Filipino migrant labor raises interesting issues in citizenship and the nation-state.
 Even while outside the jurisdiction of state boundaries, OFWs exercise influence over institutions, from the family to the government, in the Philippines inasmuch as the Philippine government wields power over them through financial and ideological arrangements.
 
This transnationalized citizenship,
 with international labor migration as a feature of global economy,
 then operates in a transnational space in which “not only bodies and commodities but also symbols, signs, labels, and representations circulate”
. In this case, OFWs are then seemingly schizophrenic icons of the poverty of the Philippines when looked at from outside the country on the one hand, as well as their relative affluence when seen from within the country.
Communicating across boundaries
The Past Reviewed

When my father imbibed this transnational citizenship so to speak, we became in effect a transnational family. My father earned a living abroad so that we could live within the Philippines, contributing to the national economy’s dollar balances in the process. His deployment, however, did not mean a departure from his extra-financial parental responsibilities. As his stint abroad covered my and my sister’s school years up to graduation in college he had to exercise his paternity through letters, cassette tapes, and pictures. Researches, mine included,
 have shown how even such rare correspondence served as coping mechanisms for these long-distance family ties. Telephone calls were far and few in between, as a three-minute call between Saudi Arabia and the Philippines in the late 80s, when the private monopoly Philippine Long Distance Company (PLDT) finally opened phone booths for long-distance calls, cost 300 pesos or twice the daily minimum wage then. Beyond the cost, calling my father then meant having to queue in line, during office hours; which, because of the time difference, meant we only had a two-hour window opportunity to talk to him. We wanted a phone line of our own, but so did one million other households left unserved by PLDT. It took eight years before we finally got a phone in 1997, a year after we got our cell-phone and by which time my father had come back home for good.
  With the cell-phone, communication with my father suddenly became expedient and cheap—which meant he could monitor us more closely. The deregulation of the telecommunications industry both within the Philippines and abroad lowered the price of a phone call to Saudi Arabia to a third of the minimum wage then. 

My father thus worked abroad as our telecommunication industry went through major changes.
 Though we exchanged letters weekly and swapped voluminous Polaroids we did not have the anytime, anywhere contact that I am now afforded by the mobile phone as I study abroad. In a research I did in 1999, just a couple of years after the introduction of the mobile phone, I met a mother who, as she worked in Hong Kong, had stopped writing letters altogether as she could simply and perpetually contact
 her children via the mobile. I thus asked, would have I grown up differently with my father just a phone call away? 
The Present Inspected

To explore how the communication landscape of OFWs has changed alongside the deregulation of the telecom industry in the Philippines and innovations in technology in general, we interviewed 10 informants as they processed their working papers prior to redeployment abroad. Of the 10 informants, three worked in Saudi Arabia and Japan respectively, while the others were deployed in Bahrain as well as in Maryland and Guam in the United States. One informant, Ricardo, was a seaman whose ship transits across Europe. 

Working abroad for the informants requires a balance between being able to provide for the family financially and maintaining other parental and familial duties. Maan said, “it becomes a condition where balancing priorities in life between family and financial success will lead to complicated family ties. That is why we always have to be alert to prevent this failure by constant communication.”
 
	Name

	Sex
	Age
	Occupation
	Place of Work

	Anne
	Female
	29
	Non-government organization worker
	Japan

	Becky
	Female
	29
	Accountant
	Bahrain

	Brian
	Male
	23
	Dental assistant manager
	U.S.A.

	Carmen
	Female
	37
	University instructor
	Japan

	Ellen
	Female
	26
	English language evaluator
	Japan

	George
	Male
	25
	Environmental technician
	Guam

	Pamela
	Female
	42
	Clerk
	Saudi Arabia

	Ricardo
	Male
	48
	Seaman
	Europe

	Roel
	Male
	50
	Senior auditor
	Saudi Arabia

	Rudy
	Male
	35
	Scheduling Engineer
	Saudi Arabia



All ten informants had mobile phones while they worked abroad, and all of them also had a means of connecting to a Philippine network, either Globe or Smart,
 at various times of the year. Of the six who maintained two units connected respectively to service providers in their host country (their place of work) and in the Philippines, however, two would leave their unit in the Philippines for use only when they return home. Three informants only had one unit, but for which they used two SIM cards.
 Only one informant, Brian, used his Philippine phone on international roaming. 

Inasmuch as migrant employment is driven by economics, cost issues were paramount for the OFWs in their cell-phone use. Ellen said that while cell-phone calls were more expensive in Japan than in the Philippines, their price was commensurate to the income there. “Isn’t the reason you go abroad is to have more opportunities and afford any necessary expenses?” she asked. Anne echoed this when she said her Japanese JPhone cost more than her Philippine Globe phone because the cost of living in Japan is also much higher. Brian said “the downside of using the cell-phone is the expense,” a sentiment that Rudy shared when he said, “in any case you can easily call but because of this easy access you tend to lose control” and incur so much expenses. Prudence in making calls was thus what Becky and Pamela noted as they observed costs were generally the same across their home and host countries. 

 
The informants availed little of multi-media services (MMS) as these were perceived to be expensive, according to George and Brian. Only Roel felt MMS was particularly useful for migrant workers like him. He said, “For the MMS, there is now the luxury of really seeing the faces of loved ones, which makes communication more meaningful. To see is to believe. A face-to-face talk is now possible when there will be video facility. Some Filipinos go home—say after 5 years but with the video service, the on-line pictures could prolong the objective to hang on and make for money or save more money.”

Mediated communication within the host the country was primarily done through cell-phones. Anne said she felt obligated to buy a cell-phone in Japan because almost everyone had one. Carmen bought hers specifically for use in Japan and to call, and be called upon by, her colleagues, friends and students. Ellen said her cell-phone is useful as she was mostly out of the apartment and that she could not afford a landline subscription. Meanwhile, for Roel, the portability of the cell-phone was its advantage. 
Though physically apart, OFWs and their family and friends in the Philippines maintained regular contact with each other. Close ties were a reason for this. Anne, for one, had her Globe line because she liked “the thought that they (my family) can communicate with me all the time.” She laughed, “Am I really sentimental?” Carmen said she would contact her family because she missed them, while Ricardo said his children particularly missed him. 

Unlike a decade ago when OFWs had limited choices to communicate with the Philippines,
 OFWs today, according to Becky, enjoy more options to keep in touch with people back home. The informants had thus evolved nuanced combinations of e-mail, and landline and cell-phone usage to communicate with the Philippines. 
While all the informants had cell-phones that could effectively reach the Philippines, however, they were ambivalent to use it to make calls because of cost issues. Anne and Pamela maintained their Globe line so their family would not incur a big expense in contacting them even as it gave them the security of having a direct line between each other. Texting, which is cheaper, had become the main tool for reaching the Philippines through the cell-phone. Becky said she “texts most frequently because it is not that expensive unlike either landline or cell-phone calls.” She added, “We cannot call our family whenever we want. That's expensive! So text messaging will do!  A text message means a lot for someone who’s living afar from her loved ones.” Roel shared this sentiment, “There is now the luxury of knowing where your children are on certain times of the day and you can get quick replies by text at an affordable price. This is important since I’m not always here to guard over my children.” He noted too that “for text messages, no restriction applies whether the addressee of the text messages are local lines or international numbers” which meant his “communication costs (have become) affordable and reasonably acceptable.” 

The three informants who worked in Japan, however, did not text the Philippines using their Japanese phones because they said the networks were incompatible and the SMS service in Japan was for kids. 
Cell-phone use to contact the Philippines was tempered by the presence of a cheaper alternative: phone cards that could be used in public landline phone booths. Ellen, who said “a landline subscription is out of my budget,” would usually buy three phone cards worth ¥1000 on Sundays to be able to talk to her family for over 140 minutes of talk time when used at a public phone booth. Carmen and Anne also shared this practice of purchasing phone cards to call the Philippines. Roel, however, saw a disadvantage to this practice. Cell-phones, he said, “had solved my problem of looking for coins or phone cards to call from public phone booths at times when not many Filipinos are falling in line to call their families. And besides, the privacy of communication is also protected versus the public phone booths when the next person in the line can hear your private talks with your children and wife any time and any place considering the time difference of five hours between Manila and Saudi Arabia.”
While phone cards made phone calls comparatively affordable, they still meant considerable expenses when accumulated. Brian said, “before I used to spend US$ a week for phone cards to be used in a landline phone. Then I turned to the Internet to talk to my family. It is cheaper.” Roel, Ellen, and Carmen both use the e-mail facility in their offices. Becky said she wrote e-mails for the long, but not urgent, stories. “It is like simple storytelling,” she explained.
Cell-phone use differed across the Philippines and the host countries of the informants, primarily on the amount of calls made and texts exchanged. Brian said “people abroad call more while we Filipinos are really texters.” Ellen noted, “After all, we are the texting capital of the world, isn’t it?” Anne said that people called abroad more often than text because that was simply more convenient. The ability to pay for calls had something to do with this practice. Anne added, “there is less hesitation among the Japanese to call since they know they could afford it. Here in the Philippines, who could do that? Only the rich can do so.” The informants thus tailored their cell-phone use accordingly. Carmen said it succinctly, “I call more with my Japanese phone and text more with my Philippine phone… because my colleagues there rarely text.” 

Phone etiquette was relatively the same across countries, as Brian and Roel perceived. Both the Japanese and Filipinos would tone down their voices when they took or made calls, according to Anne and Ellen. While people abroad preferred making cell-phone calls than texting, this did not mean they would have long phone conversations. The tendency to telebabad, the Filipino colloquialism for immersing (babad) oneself for too long in the phone, was not noticed by Pamela in Saudi and Carmen in Japan. No one did cellebabad, said Carmen. Becky, however, said Bahrainis would take a long time to exchange hi’s and hello’s. Roel and Pamela, meanwhile, noted how cell-phones with cameras could cause trouble in Saudi. Pamela said, “the camera is not yet legal over in Saudi. And maybe if you are storing information there that may be dangerous.”
Migrant cyborgs?
Inasmuch as tri-band cell-phone technology seems global, the circumstances in which it is used are markedly local. The informants compartmentalized their cell-phone subscription within the network and tailored its use to the practices of their home and host countries respectively. They subscribed to Philippine networks to connect to their loved ones at home and to the local networks to communicate with their peers in their host countries. Further, they approximated their cell-phone use accordingly: to text with the Philippines and to call within their host country. 
Cost was a main consideration in the combination of technologies that the informants use, but an appreciation of cultural practices as regards the use of the phone was also important. Calls were made because that these are the rule rather than the exception in host countries. 
The cell-phone use of the informants is an apparent extension of their general status. On the one hand they lived and thrived in a host country but on the other hand they remained connected by an umbilicus—by various measures, the cell-phone, phone cards, and e-mail—to the home country. Their presence in one country and umbilical connection to another perhaps transform them into transnational cyborgs—persons connected to two networks that are at once technological and cultural. By negotiating between these two networks, the OFW-cyborg exemplifies how human potential can be extended and human limits transcended through technology. 

The cyborg concept
 is as much a product of public imagination as it is an indication of scientism, which, at the same time, works symbiotically with a global digital capitalism
 and a regime of accumulation
 of which migrant employment is part. These overarching systems strengthen and are strengthened by transnational telecommunications networks, among which is mobile telephony.
 
In this sense, therefore, transnational mobile telephony relates to identity. As a prosthetic that transforms us into transitional humans or transhumans (Bendle, 2002), mobile phones raise identity issues as regards territoriality but also questions about family dynamics and the exercise of parental and filial duties and responsibilities across boundaries.
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