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"Labor of love, Labor of sorrow" 

"The family is a place of enduring bonds and .fragile relationships, of the deepest love 
and the most intractable conflicts, of the most intense passions and the routine tedium 
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of everyday life. It is a shelter from the workings of a harsh economy, and it is 
battered by forces beyond its control. " 

-Arlene Skolnick (1991) 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Washington, D.C. - In the basement bedroom of her employer's home, 
Rowena Bautista keeps four pictures on her dresser: two of her own 
children back in Camiling, a Philippine farming village, and two of children 
she has cared for as a nanny in the United States. The pictures of her own 
children, Clinton and Princela, are from five years ago. As she recently told 
Wall Street Journal reporter Robert Frank, the recent photos "remind me of 
how much I've missed." She has missed the last two Christmases, and on her 
last visit home, her son Clinton, now eight, refused to touch his mother. 
"Why," he asked, "did you come back?" 

The daughter of a teacher and an engineer, Rowena Bautista worked 
three years toward an engineering degree before she quit and went abroad 
for work and adventure. A few years later, during her travels, she fell in love 
with a Ghanaian construction worker, had two children with him, and 
returned to the Philippines with them. Unable to find a job in the 
Philippines, the father of her children went to Korea in search of work and, 
over time, he faded from his children's lives. 

Rowena again traveled north, joining the growing ranks of Third World 
mothers who work abroad for long periods of time because they cannot 
make ends meet at home. She left her children with her mother, hired a 
nanny to help out at home, and flew to Washington, D.C., she took a 
job as a nanny for the same pay that a small-town doctor would make in the 
Philippines. Of the 792,000 legal household workers in the United States, 40 
percent were born abroad, like Rowena. Of Filipino migrants, 70 percent, 
like Rowena, are women. .,. 

Rowena's children live in a four-bedroom house with her pare'ots and 
twelve other family members-eight of them children, some of whom also 
have mothers who work abroad. The central figure in the children's lives-
the person they call "Mama"-is Grandma, Rowena's mother. But Grandma 
works surprisingly long hours a$ a teacher-from 7.00 a.m. to 9.00 p.m. As 
Rowena tells her story to Frank, she says little about her father, the 
children's grandfather. [Men are from particip?.ting in child 
rearing in the Philippines}. And Rowena's father is not much involved with 
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And it appears that these new perspectives could. be re-thought and 
explored by using the language of human rights. 

In 2000, addressing a special session of the United Nations General 
Assembly, U.S. State Secretary Madeleine Albright said that "we must also 
learn more about the positive and negative impacts of globalization and trade 
on the lives of women. Because we don't know as much as we should and, 
unless we learn more, we will not be·doing as much as we should to ensure 
that ttade works for all people."•?• 

· for so long now, politicians-even diplomats-and governments 
have used the right to development, gender equality and children's rights as 
political And the challenge today is for governments and nations-as 
indicated tb us by Secretary Albright-to be able to look beyond the politics 
and economics of female migration as a distinct Third-World development 
phenomenon, and really explore the possibility of integrating human rights 
discourse in, and human rights-based approaches, to development. There is a 
need to integrate economic efficiency, therefore, with broader social 
objectives and considerations. 172 For only then can we truly claim that the 
development we have come to embrace is the type that fulfils the aspirations 
of developing riations to attain the greatest possible freedom and dignity as 
human beings. 

171.Albright Address, supra note 106. Secretary Albright also quoted former First 
Lady Hillary Clinton that "when it comes to women, globalization should not 
mean marginalization." I d. 

172. United ·Nations Center for Human Rights, Realization of the Right to 
Development, HR/PUB/91/2 (1991), 67. 
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