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Expressing nationalist politicsin guestworker program:
Taiwan’srecruitment of foreign labor

Abstract

This article argues that introducing and implementing a foreign workers
policy also offers an opportunity for a modern state to express its very fundamental
ideologies related to nationalism and politics of differences. In this article, by means
of astudy of the formation of Taiwan’'s guestworker program in the early 1990s, |
pursue adual analytical agenda. First, | examinein detail the nationalist discourse on
building the foreign worker regime in Taiwan and show how some fundamental ideal
interests related to nationalist politics influence the patterns of guestworker program.
Second, | aim to show how arestrictive border control policy such as guestworker
program expresses Taiwan's key nationalist narrativesin the early 1990s. Major
findings are as followed. First, the introduction of guest workers was a decision
initially made to keep indigenous businesses within national borders. Operating under
the idea of mercantilist economic nationalism, the state chose such means to respond
to a“shortage” of low-skilled labor claimed by several industries threatening plant
closings and offshore production. Second, Taiwan’'s foreign labor policy also features
important politics of differences. Belonging to the category of nation-states that
consider themselves being people of the same decent, Taiwan policy has no way to
incorporate these newcomers as potential citizens. However, classracismisfoundin
related policies that basically give more room for incorporating
professional/technician/managerial (PTM) migrant workers to eventual naturalization.
These PTM people are basically from the first world countries. Third, the state resists
the market demand for mainland Chinese laborers, who are considered an ideal |abor
supply due to their assumed language and cultural commonness. The government’s
response stems from afear of having the recently consolidated national identity be
shaken up once again. Fourth, the careful selection of foreign workers from specific
countries reflects state-to-state relations in international politics, which are considered
extremely important in a country that is concerned about its international isolation.
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