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of Migrant Workers in Taiwan and Taiwan Aboriginal Workers

Upward or Downward? — The Social Mobility

Ph. D. Student : Liu, Jung-Hsiu!

junghsiu@gmail.com

Department of Southeast Asian Studies
National Chi Nan University
Taiwan, R. O. C.

Abstract

Throughout history, the Taiwanese aborigines are always be seen a minority ethnic in Taiwan.
According to the discourse from the TV channel of Taiwanese aborigines, they thought the
coming of migrant workers would deprive their working rights. This paper attempts to
explore the social mobility of migrant workers in Taiwan and Taiwan aboriginal workers.
Participant observation and semi-structured interviews were used in this study. Result of this
research showed that the coming of these migrant workers did not threaten the aboriginal
Taiwanese’s working rights. Moreover, these migrant workers were generated a new class in

Taiwan’s society—beneath the original underclass.

Keywords: migrant workers in Taiwan, Taiwan aboriginal workers, underclass, social
mobility
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interests are Intercultural Communication, International Migration, Social Mobility,
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Area Studies in Taiwan with an article— “How do They Survive in Taiwan? —
Discussing Intercultural Communication Strategies on Southeast Asian Migrant

Workers in Taiwan.”
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Introduction

Migrant Workers in Taiwan

First of all, we can see from Figure 1 which plotted the yearly total number of migrant

workers in Taiwan from 1991 to 2012. At the beginning of the period the population was

only 2999 and by the end it had grown to 445,579. The fastest growth was from 1992 to 1996;

thereafter, the growth was gradual.

Total number of migrant workers in Taiwan
500000

400000
300000
200000
100000

0

2

[}
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2008
2009
2010
2011
2012

—#—=year =—i=the number of migrant workers

Note: Modified from Council of Labor Affairs, the Executive Yuan of the Republic of China.?

Figure /. The Trend in Total Number of Migrant Workers in Taiwan from 1991 to 2012.

During the period 1991 to 2000 there was a sharp increase in the foreign worker

population growth in Taiwan and there was a steady increase during the period 2003 to 2008.

The number of foreign workers decreased during the period 2000 to 2003 due to the Former



http://www.evta.gov.tw/content/list.asp?mfunc_id=14&func_id=57

President Chen Shui-Bian’s ([ifi-f< ‘:PT]) decision based on his political white book
(ChinaTimes.com, 2000). Since the year 2000 power transferred in Taiwan?, new government
decided to cut 15,000 migrant workers per year for solving the growing unemployment rate
in domestic employment market (Chiu, 2000; W.-Y. Lin, 2000; Y.-L. Lin & Chiu, 2000).
Based on the date from Department of Household Registration Affairs, Ministry of the
Interior?, the population of Taiwan is 23,315,822. The percentage of migrant workers in

Taiwan is only 1.9%.

Taiwan Aboriginal Workers

Based on the data from the Department of Household Registration Affairs, Ministry of
the Interior, there are 531,435 aboriginals in Taiwan®. The amount of Taiwan aboriginal
workers (314,674) is lower than the amount of migrant workers in Taiwan (445,579).

In general, Taiwanese aborigines are distributed away from town or city. Due to their
low socio-economic status, most of them are busy for their livelihood. They do not have
extra resources or economic capital to support their young generation to get higher education.
Therefore, lots of indigenous people are to be trapped in the underclass. They can only find

labor-intensive work.

3 Taiwan’s politics is party politics. Before year 2000, Taiwan’s presidents were belonging to KMT party;
however, during the period 2000 to 2008, Taiwan’s president Chen Shui-Bian was belonging to DPP party. Thus
people say the power transferred in 2000 and the government called “new government”.

4 http://www.moi.gov.tw/stat/

5 2013. 07 data.



Now the government permit migrant workers can work in Taiwan, so these Taiwan
aboriginal workers are worry about these migrant workers would deprive their chance of

work.

Ethnographic Method

The company I did research was a butcher and food processing company. It was divided
into five departments: management department, sales department, quality control department,
storage management department, and operation department. There were about 120 employees
in this company. There were 20 migrant workers in this factory. In the factory which I did
observation, there were two types of works which migrant workers did: firstly, sequential

works which were done in the second floor; secondly, individual works which were done in

the third floor.

Results and Discussions
Small Power Distance in the Work Place

A group leader not only assigned tasks for every member but also did the same task with
her members. Migrant workers did the same tasks with other local workers. The group leader

would not assign a more labor force task to them just because they were migrant workers.



“They seem to have hierarchy. An officer from the storage
management department told to the group leader when is dead line
of a group of product, and then the group leader told to the migrant
worker who responsible for this group of product. Not the officer

Jrom the storage management department told to the migrant worker

who responsible for this group of product directly. ”

[ObservationNote 0410]

In the beginning, while I took notes (ObservationNote 0410), I thought there was

stratification in this work place. Since a Taiwanese worker would tell a work-related thing to

another Taiwanese worker directly but to a migrant worker indirectly. I thought this was

some local workers wanted to highlight their own position. These local workers created the

concept of “class” deliberately to dwarf the class of migrant workers. However, when |

discussed this query with some migrant workers in an informal conversation, one migrant

worker said that they thought the group leader had the great authority in this work place, so

they only followed the direction from the group leader. Otherwise he would have a lot of

things to do if he follows direction from everyone. Any task had its priority; he only followed

directions from the group leader since the group leader had authority to stop his unfinished

task. On the other hand, he might need to work overtime if he follows directions from many

people. Therefore, the main organization in the third floor seemed to be a flatten organization.

There were only two levels: a group leader and group members.



Prejudice and Stereotype

Generally speaking, most Taiwanese people have bad attitudes toward these migrant

workers. But I do not think this is related to ethnicity—they are outlanders. Taiwanese people

had good impression on foreign English teachers or foreign chief executives (especially they

are white people) and they also treated Japanese tourists, European tourists very friendly. The

reasons why local people treated migrant workers unfriendly were that firstly, these migrant

workers came from low-and middle-income developing countries and secondly, they thought

these migrant workers were grabbing jobs away from them. Actually, based on Chu’s (2003)

study, the change of Taiwan’s industrial structure, Taiwan’s economic recession, and great

amount of investment to Mainland China were main causes to Taiwan’s higher

unemployment rate. After 1990s, the industrial structures in Taiwan changed very fast. Lots

of labor-intense industries moved out of this island, but the occupations on capital-intense,

technical-intense, or service-related industry increased. Labors that had lower technical,

lower educational level, and elder were hard to transfer to other jobs. Therefore, that local

Taiwanese people imputed the high unemployment rate to these migrant workers was unfair.

Social Mobility

E. O. Wright (1982) modified Karl Marx’s social class structure. He extended two-level

social class structure—bourgeoisie and proletariat -- into three levels and three contradiction



locations. Fig. 2 illustrates E. O. Wright’s model.

Capitalist Mode of Production Simple Commodity Production

Bourgeoaisie

Fetty Bourgeoisie

Proletariat

Figure 2. The Basic Class Structure of Capitalist Society.

Note: Adopted from E. O. Wright (1982: 711)

- means classes.

- means contradictory location within class relations.

Bourgeoisie class owns means of production, and they can buy labor power. Petty
Bourgeoisie class owns means of production and directly uses them without employing labor
power. Proletariat class does not own means of production, and they only can sell their labor
power.

Managers and supervisors class is in a contradictory location within class relation. They
do not own means of production, and they subordinate someone. But they can dominant
someone, that is, they have powers to control someone.

Based on E. O. Wright’s (1982) model, Taiwan aboriginal workers did upward in their
j



class structure. Since they are from proletariat class up to supervisor class, they have powers

to control or dominant migrant workers.

Another class model is more easy-understanding. Erikson & Goldthorpe (1992)

synthesized major occupations in the society and then categorized into different classes. As

can be seen from Table 1, these classes could influence how many the resources each class

get. This occupational class is also parallel to the socio-economic status.

Table 1

The Class Schema (collapsed version— seven-class)
The Name of Class Examples

Service class Professionals.

Administrators and managers.

Higher-grade technicians.

Supervisors of non-manual workers.

Routine non-manual workers | Routine non-manual employees in administration and

commerce.

Sales personnel.

Other rank-and-file service workers.

Petty bourgeoisie Small proprietors and artisans, etc., with and without
employees.

Farmers Farmers.
Smallholders.

Self-employed workers in primary production.

Skilled workers Lower-grade technicians.

Supervisors of manual workers.

Skilled manual workers.

Non-skilled workers Semi- and unskilled manual workers (not in agriculture,
etc.)
Agricultural laborers Agricultural.

Workers in primary production.

Note. Adopted from Erikson & Goldthorpe (1992: 38-39)
k




Most local workers in this company were aboriginal Taiwanese. They usually were in
the underclass in Taiwan’s society. Most of them did non-skilled jobs which belonged to the
lower class—non-skilled workers—in Erikson & Goldthorpe’s (1992) categorization. In
addition, migrant workers also belonged to this occupational class—non-skilled workers.
Both parties stayed in the underclass in Taiwan’s society and they had different causes based
on Fang’s (2001) explanation. Aboriginal Taiwanese had imbalance distribution in reality.
The high drop-out rate and the low educational level caused indigenous people to be trapped
in the underclass. On the other hand, migrant workers stayed in the underclass because they
were deprived of their civil rights® and labor rights’. In Taiwan society, people usually call
the new Taiwanese residents is “the fifth ethnic group” 3—foreign spouses and migrant
workers (Chi, ¢/, 2009).

These Taiwanese aboriginals’ social mobility did upward due to these migrant workers’
coming because another subclass is being created for these migrant workers and it is below
the subclass of indigenous people. Since aboriginals stood on a vantage position in language,
they could give migrant workers some instructions on communication or on their life. In the

work place, in addition, these aboriginals had worked in this company more than five years

6 Civil rights include the power of migration, employment, marital, birth, and so on.
7 Labor rights include the power of unity, dispute, strike, and so on.
8 Based on the categorization on ethnicity or on the use of language, there were four ethnic groups in Taiwan.
They are: Hoklo people (70%), Hakka people (15%), Mainlander (13%), and Taiwanese aboriginals (2%)
(Hsu&Chen, 2004).

1



and most migrant workers worked in this company less than three years, so aboriginals could
give some technics of the works to them. Bourdieu (1984) mentioned economical capital,
social capital, and cultural capital can help to step up someone’s social mobility. Taiwanese
aborigines own cultural capital, such as language, so they can use this capital to step up their
class structure in Taiwan society.

Both of these two groups are stayed in the underclass in Taiwan, are they getting along?
According to the discourse from the Taiwanese aborigines’ channel’, they thought the
coming of these migrant workers would deprive their working rights.

According to my ethnographic study, I observed local workers and migrant workers
developed good rapports between each other. Seventy percent of local workers (exclude
officers who stay in the office) were between forty to fifty-five years old and ninety percent
of migrant workers were under thirty years old. Local workers treated these migrant workers
as their children, so they could tolerate the mistakes from migrant workers. Moreover, |
mentioned there were only two levels in this work place, nobody fight others to strive for a
higher position. Thus the relationship between these two parties was harmonious. Finally,
most aboriginals were open-minded, out-going, and optimistic. I usually saw aboriginal

workers and migrant workers drank beers together after work.

9 http://activity.pts.org.tw/Titv/2012TITVVoice/show.aspx?Num=231
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A nuanced approach to social stratification

“how people make people work”

different modes of power, each pertaining to a

different level of social relations:

1. power attributed to the endowment of the
individual person

2. pawer produced in interpersonal relations

3. organizational power to circumscribe the actions of
others

4. structural power that works on the organizational

power itself.
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ethnography of stratification

Real people doing real things in everyday life

Attention to power

“how people make people work”
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* Timber camps

Japanese

Malays (Malaysian)
Chinese (Malaysian)

“"Dayak”
Iban
Orang Ulu
Kayan
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Penan

* Plywood factory
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Indonesian
Javanese
Sambas Malays
Dayaks
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Class and ethnicity

B.F. Williams
A Class Act: Anthropology and the Race to Nation

Across Ethnic Terrain.

Annual Review of Anthropology, Volume 18, pp.401-
44, 1989.
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	Results and Discussions	 

	Small Power Distance in the Work Place 

		A group leader not only assigned tasks for every member but also did the same task with her members. Migrant workers did the same tasks with other local workers. The group leader would not assign a more labor force task to them just because they were migrant workers. 

	

	

		In the beginning, while I took notes (ObservationNote_0410), I thought there was stratification in this work place. Since a Taiwanese worker would tell a work-related thing to another Taiwanese worker directly but to a migrant worker indirectly. I thought this was some local workers wanted to highlight their own position. These local workers created the concept of “class” deliberately to dwarf the class of migrant workers. However, when I discussed this query with some migrant workers in an informal conversation, one migrant worker said that they thought the group leader had the great authority in this work place, so they only followed the direction from the group leader. Otherwise he would have a lot of things to do if he follows direction from everyone. Any task had its priority; he only followed directions from the group leader since the group leader had authority to stop his unfinished task. On the other hand, he might need to work overtime if he follows directions from many people. Therefore, the main organization in the third floor seemed to be a flatten organization. There were only two levels: a group leader and group members.  

	

	Prejudice and Stereotype

		Generally speaking, most Taiwanese people have bad attitudes toward these migrant workers. But I do not think this is related to ethnicity—they are outlanders. Taiwanese people had good impression on foreign English teachers or foreign chief executives (especially they are white people) and they also treated Japanese tourists, European tourists very friendly. The reasons why local people treated migrant workers unfriendly were that firstly, these migrant workers came from low-and middle-income developing countries and secondly, they thought these migrant workers were grabbing jobs away from them. Actually, based on Chu’s (2003) study, the change of Taiwan’s industrial structure, Taiwan’s economic recession, and great amount of investment to Mainland China were main causes to Taiwan’s higher unemployment rate. After 1990s, the industrial structures in Taiwan changed very fast. Lots of labor-intense industries moved out of this island, but the occupations on capital-intense, technical-intense, or service-related industry increased. Labors that had lower technical, lower educational level, and elder were hard to transfer to other jobs. Therefore, that local Taiwanese people imputed the high unemployment rate to these migrant workers was unfair.

	

	Social Mobility

		E. O. Wright (1982) modified Karl Marx’s social class structure. He extended two-level social class structure—bourgeoisie and proletariat -- into three levels and three contradiction locations. Fig. 2 illustrates E. O. Wright’s model.

	

	

	

	Figure 2. The Basic Class Structure of Capitalist Society.

	Note: Adopted from E. O. Wright (1982: 711)

	            means classes.

	            means contradictory location within class relations.

	

	Bourgeoisie class owns means of production, and they can buy labor power. Petty Bourgeoisie class owns means of production and directly uses them without employing labor power. Proletariat class does not own means of production, and they only can sell their labor power. 

	Managers and supervisors class is in a contradictory location within class relation. They do not own means of production, and they subordinate someone. But they can dominant someone, that is, they have powers to control someone. 

	Based on E. O. Wright’s (1982) model, Taiwan aboriginal workers did upward in their class structure. Since they are from proletariat class up to supervisor class, they have powers to control or dominant migrant workers.

		Another class model is more easy-understanding. Erikson & Goldthorpe (1992) synthesized major occupations in the society and then categorized into different classes. As can be seen from Table 1, these classes could influence how many the resources each class get. This occupational class is also parallel to the socio-economic status. 

	

	Table 1

	The Class Schema (collapsed version— seven-class)

	Note. Adopted from Erikson & Goldthorpe (1992: 38-39)

	

	Most local workers in this company were aboriginal Taiwanese. They usually were in the underclass in Taiwan’s society. Most of them did non-skilled jobs which belonged to the lower class—non-skilled workers—in Erikson & Goldthorpe’s (1992) categorization. In addition, migrant workers also belonged to this occupational class—non-skilled workers. Both parties stayed in the underclass in Taiwan’s society and they had different causes based on Fang’s (2001) explanation. Aboriginal Taiwanese had imbalance distribution in reality. The high drop-out rate and the low educational level caused indigenous people to be trapped in the underclass. On the other hand, migrant workers stayed in the underclass because they were deprived of their civil rights� and labor rights�. In Taiwan society, people usually call the new Taiwanese residents is “the fifth ethnic group” �—foreign spouses and migrant workers (Chi, 紀駿傑, 2009).

	These Taiwanese aboriginals’ social mobility did upward due to these migrant workers’ coming because another subclass is being created for these migrant workers and it is below the subclass of indigenous people. Since aboriginals stood on a vantage position in language, they could give migrant workers some instructions on communication or on their life. In the work place, in addition, these aboriginals had worked in this company more than five years and most migrant workers worked in this company less than three years, so aboriginals could give some technics of the works to them. Bourdieu (1984) mentioned economical capital, social capital, and cultural capital can help to step up someone’s social mobility. Taiwanese aborigines own cultural capital, such as language, so they can use this capital to step up their class structure in Taiwan society.
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