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I. INTRODUCTION 

 
 Filipino nurses hold the American healthcare system together. This 
is by design. When the U.S. colonized the Philippines in 1898, and through 
the first half of the 20th century, it trained Filipinos to treat American 
soldiers and established colonial policies to groom Filipino nurses to work 
in the U.S.1 For Filipinos in the Philippines, nursing became a reliable path 
to financial security and encapsulated the distinct Filipino cultural trait of 
prioritizing community care over individual needs.2 But under the U.S. 
foreign labor certification process, where visas tie employees to their 
employers, Filipino nurses are often subjected to harsh conditions, iron-clad 
contracts, and even held hostage under threat of deportation and financial 
devastation.3 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, when hate crimes against Asian 
Americans rose by 149% across the largest U.S. cities,4 Filipino nurses put 
their lives on the line to treat and comfort patients when U.S.-born nurses 
would not.5 As a result of their dedication to others and the systemic 
exploitation of overseas workers, Filipino nurses in the U.S. have lost their 
lives to COVID-19 at startling, disproportionate rates. They account for 4% 
of registered nurses in the U.S., but 31.5% of nurses who have died of 
COVID-19.6 Filipino nurses put their lives at risk in exceptional ways for 
the American public, doing so under hazardous working conditions as a 

 

 1. Catherine Ceniza Choy, Why Are There So Many Filipino Nurses in California?, 
ZÓCALO PUBLIC SQUARE (Sept. 30, 2019), https://www.zocalopublicsquare.org/2019/09/30/why-
are-there-so-many-filipino-nurses-in-california/ideas/essay. 
 2. Id.; see Luca Powell, “It’s Starting Again”: Why Filipino Nurses Dread the Second 
Wave, N.Y. TIMES (Jan. 1, 2021), https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/15/nyregion/filipino-nurses-
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result of the U.S. exploiting their community-first work ethic. Therefore, 
Filipino nurses deserve a special path to citizenship for their service to the 
U.S. during the COVID-19 pandemic. The U.S. has recognized foreign 
contributions to the country and granted citizenship to soldiers who risked 
their lives and fought under the U.S. flag during times of war. Similarly, 
Filipino nurses supply the U.S. with an exceptional service, under 
exceptionally poor conditions, during extraordinarily dangerous times, and 
deserve a special path to U.S. citizenship. 

From the historic exploitation of Filipinos, the colonial period7, and 
authoritarian regime of Ferdinand Marcos, 8 to the erasure of Filipino 
Americans from U.S. history and the modern neocolonial era,9 the U.S. 
subjugated Filipinos by manipulating their community-first cultural values. 
Consequently, Filipinos became integral to the U.S. economy both because 
of their cultural values and work ethic, and because their subordinate status 
as non-white immigrants makes the exploitation of their labor and the 
denial of their socioeconomic opportunities easy under American 
hegemony.10 The exploitation of Filipino nurses during the COVID-19 
pandemic is only the latest incarnation of systemic and institutional 
exploitation of Filipinos by the U.S.11 The mutating virus, rigid 
individualism of American culture, and the slow immigration process create 
more layers of danger for Filipinos as they provide essential services to the 
public.12 An expedited path to citizenship for Filipino nurses through Title 
8 of the United States Code13 would end the fraudulent practices of 
healthcare recruiters and break the historical cycle of exploitation that 
Filipinos have endured for centuries. 

II.  THE HISTORIC EXPLOITATION OF FILIPINOS 

The Philippines and the U.S. are tied together by American 
imperialism and colonialism. The Philippines endured centuries of colonial 

 

 7. Usha Lee McFarling, Nursing Ranks are Filled With Filipino Americans. The Pandemic 
is Taking an Outsized Toll on Them, STAT (Apr. 28, 2020), 
https://www.statnews.com/2022/04/28/coronavirus-taking-outsized-toll-on-filipino-american-
nurses/. 
 8. Choy, supra note 1. 
 9. See Elizabeth H. Pisares, Do You Mis(recognize) Me: Filipina Americans in Popular 
Music and the Problem of Invisibility, in POSITIVELY NO FILIPINOS ALLOWED: BUILDING 

COMMUNITIES AND DISCOURSE 172, 191 (Antonio T. Tiongson, Jr. et al. eds., 2006). 
 10. YEN LE ESPIRITU, HOME BOUND: FILIPINO AMERICAN LIVES ACROSS CULTURES, 
COMMUNITIES, AND COUNTRIES 46, 47 (1st ed. 2003). 
 11. See id. at 26. 
 12. Powell, supra note 2. 
 13. See 8 U.S.C. §§ 1440(a), 1427(f). 
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rule by Spain14 and a Japanese occupation during World War II15, only to 
be most recently colonized by the U.S. The Philippines officially became an 
independent nation in 1946,16 but with the lingering presence of U.S. 
military bases, the U.S. never gave the Philippines the full effective control 
of a sovereign state.17 From the Mutual Defense Treaty of 195118 to the 
more recent Visiting Forces Agreement,19 the U.S.’s military and political 
control of the Philippines is well-documented. The Philippines remains a 
neo-colony20 of the U.S.21 As a result, the U.S.’s cultural and 
socioeconomic domination of the Philippines endures.22 The practice of 
Filipino nurses pursuing careers in the U.S. thrives in this hegemonic 
environment, as does the parallel U.S. practice of exploiting them.23 

A. Nursing in the American Colonial Period 

When the U.S. claimed the Philippines as a colony in 1898 at the end 
of the Spanish-American War, President William McKinley issued the 
Benevolent Assimilation Proclamation, which outlined his mission to 
control the Philippines under the guise of generosity and stewardship.24 The 
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and force American culture on Filipinos.25 During this period of 
colonization, the U.S. Army trained Filipinos to care for American 
soldiers.26 The trainings evolved and expanded until the U.S. government 
implemented a comprehensive American nursing curriculum for all future 
nurses, with lessons and testing conducted in English.27 These colonial 
policies, which still exist today, effectively ensured that Filipino nurses 
were trained and groomed to fit American healthcare standards.28 
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inherent in the practice of young Filipino nurses uprooting their lives for the 
financial well-being of their families and treating their U.S. patients as if 
they were family. It is encapsulated in many Tagalog words and phrases: 
kapwa describes a feeling of interconnectedness to all people; bayanihan 
captures the spirit of community and working towards the shared goals of 
the group; utang ng loob is the belief that people owe a debt to each other 
and to their ancestors. The most prominent and powerful is isang bagsak. 
Translated to “one down,” the phase carries the message: if one falls, we all 
fall. The Filipino nurse’s work ethic is marked by this spirit: isang bagsak. 

C. The Erasure of Filipinos in American History 

While most Americans are unfamiliar with the expression isang 
bagsak, the words are woven into American culture, dating back to the 
1960s farmworker movement and broader Civil Rights Movement.36 
History remembers César Chávez as the leader of the Delano Grape Strike 
and subsequent labor movement.37 But it was a Filipino migrant worker 
named Larry Itliong who initiated and led the strike, recruited Chávez, and 
catalyzed the merging of the primarily Filipino farmworkers union 
Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee (AWOC) with the primarily 
Latino group the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA) to create the 
United Farm Workers of America (UFW).38 The erasure of Itliong from 
history is closely tied to the American utilization and manipulation of isang 
bagsak values. 

Itliong migrated from Pangasinan, Philippines, to California in 1929,39 
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members of the AWOC walked off the vineyards and launched the Delano 
Grape Strike of 1965.55 

Growers in Central California took this opportunity to sow discord 
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Despite Itliong’s essential role in the farmworkers’ movement, his 
legacy as a revolutionary has been forgotten.68 The unity clap and isang 
bagsak are not immortalized in history books, even though they have been 
utilized by other American social justice movements and multiracial 
coalitions.69 These pillars of civil rights have been erased from history. 
Filipino thought leaders call this a condition of perpetual absence.70 This 
idea goes further than the broader “perpetual foreigner” label thrust onto 
Asian Americans as a whole.71 Perpetual absence describes the Filipino 
American experience of chronic misrecognition in the U.S.72 Filipino 
Americans are marginalized by white people for being non-white.73 They 
are also estranged by other minorities for their lack of categorical identity.74 
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and filling the nursing shortage in the U.S. to the detriment of Filipinos.87 
The U.S. leveraged its influence over Marcos for the entire twenty-two 
years of his reign, so that two different U.S. administrations, the Johnson 
administration and Nixon administration, maintained the relationship.88 

Even after the people of the Philippines exiled President Marcos with 
the People Power Revolution in 1986,89 the global exportation of Filipino 
workers expanded and remains central to the Philippines’ economy.90 The 
Philippines is now the world’s leading exporter of professionally-trained 
nurses.91 In 2019, overseas Filipino workers sent a record high of $33.5 
billion in personal remittances back to the Philippines.92 In the U.S., about 
one-third of all foreign-born nurses are Filipino.93 Dominating the foreign 
nurse market, Filipino nurses earned a global reputation for their cultural 

https://www.rappler.com/business/overseas-filipino-workers-remittances-2019
https://www.rappler.com/business/overseas-filipino-workers-remittances-2019
https://abc7news.com/filipino-americans-nurses-covid-deaths-nurse-sacrifices-registered-dead-from/10557478/
https://abc7news.com/filipino-americans-nurses-covid-deaths-nurse-sacrifices-registered-dead-from/10557478/
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comforted terminally-ill patients in their final hours.98 Filipino nurses 
established themselves as essential components of the U.S. healthcare 
system, but U.S. employers continue to treat them as disposable. 

The U.S. exploitation of Filipino nurses is a legacy of American 
imperialism and colonialism. As Filipinos developed the cultural practice of 
immigrating to the U.S. for nursing, the U.S. established a practice of 
manipulating and exploiting the community-centric values of Filipinos. The 
authoritarian regime of President Marcos encouraged and capitalized on 
these practices. Today, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, Filipino 
nurses continue to put their lives at risk for the U.S. in extraordinary ways 
and under dangerous conditions. 

III.  THE HAZARDOUS WORKING CONDITIONS OF FILIPINO NURSES DURING 

THE COVID-19 ERA 

 
As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to ravage the U.S. and leave 

healthcare professionals in a constant state of burn out, Filipino nurses are 
holding down the front lines of the American healthcare response.99 Like 
the healthcare response during the HIV/AIDS epidemic, U.S. nurses are 
resigning from their posts due to vaccine mandates, demanding hours, and 
dangerous conditions, leaving gaps in the U.S. healthcare system.100 Once 
again, Filipino nurses are filling the cracks that other nurses have left 
behind.101 Unlike domestic nurses, Filipino nurses rely on their employers 
to maintain their immigration status in the U.S. This reliant worker-
employee relationship, coupled with the slow and laborious immigration 
process, allows fraudulent recruiters to abuse Filipino nurses and exploit 
their cultural values. While all healthcare workers have faced heightened 
danger in the face of COVID-19, the pandemic has been exceptionally 
deadly for Filipino nurses. 

 

 98. Powell, supra note 2. 
 99. Econar, supra note 30. 
 100. Powell, supra note 2; Jaclyn Diaz, A N.Y. Hospital Will Stop Delivering Babies As 
Workers Quit Over a Vaccine Mandate, NAT’L PUB. RADIO (Sept. 13, 2021, 8:06 AM), 
https://www.npr.org/2021/09/13/1036521499/covid-workers-resign-new-york-hospital-stops-
baby-delivery; James T. Mulder, NY May Recruit Filipinos to Replace Health Care Workers Who 
Refuse COVID Shots, SYRACUSE (Sept. 23, 2021, 2:04 PM), 
https://www.syracuse.com/coronavirus/2021/09/ny-may-recruit-filipinos-to-replace-health-care-
workers-who-refuse-covid-shots.html. 
 101. Hicks, supra note 5; Diaz, supra note 100; Mulder, supra note 100. 

https://www.npr.org/2021/09/13/1036521499/covid-workers-resign-new-york-hospital-stops-baby-delivery
https://www.npr.org/2021/09/13/1036521499/covid-workers-resign-new-york-hospital-stops-baby-delivery
https://www.syracuse.com/coronavirus/2021/09/ny-may-recruit-filipinos-to-replace-health-care-workers-who-refuse-covid-shots.html
https://www.syracuse.com/coronavirus/2021/09/ny-may-recruit-filipinos-to-replace-health-care-workers-who-refuse-covid-shots.html
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National Nurses United (NNU), the largest union of registered nurses 
in the U.S.,102 released a report in September 2020 concerning COVID-19 
deaths among healthcare workers.103 The report revealed a dire statistic: 
while Filipino nurses account for only 4% of the nurses in the U.S., they 
comprise 31.5% of COVID-19 deaths among registered nurses.104 This is 
the price of the historic and modern-day exploitation of Filipino nurses by 
the U.S. 

In COVID-era America, Filipinos nurses are at the front lines of the 
healthcare system. They fill the healthcare roles that U.S.-born healthcare 
workers refuse to do.105 They are overrepresented in the types of healthcare 
jobs that necessitate close contact with patients.106 This includes positions 
in COVID-19 breeding grounds such as emergency rooms and nursing 
homes, as well as hard-to-fill positions in rural, under-resourced hospitals 
with hazardous working conditions.107 At the same time, hate crimes 
against Asian Americans are at historic highs as racist propaganda about the 
virus continues to permeate the American psyche.108 In many ways, this is a 
typical U.S. story. Immigrants do the dirty work that Americans do not 
want to do, all while being villainized or labeled as “heroes” with no 
meaningful recognition.109 The root of this story lies in an immigration 
process that opens the door for human trafficking and abusive contracts. 

A. The Immigration Process 

The slow and rigorous process of U.S. immigration creates a 
foundation for the exploitation of Filipino nurses. For a Filipino nurse to 
work as a registered nurse in the U.S., they must obtain an H-1B visa or an 
EB-2 visa.110 H-1Bs are temporary visas that allow foreign nationals to 

 

 102. About Internatio

https://www.nationalnursesunited.org/about
https://www.cnn.com/2021/08/03/us/tennessee-nurse-coronavirus-war/index.html
https://www.propublica.org/article/similar-to-times-of-war-the-staggering-toll-of-covid-19-on-filipino-health-care-workers
https://www.propublica.org/article/similar-to-times-of-war-the-staggering-toll-of-covid-19-on-filipino-health-care-workers
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work a “specialty occupation” in the U.S.111 To secure an H-1B, a nurse’s 
U.S. employer must file an I-129 petition with United States Citizenship 
and Immigration Services (USCIS) and demonstrate that the nursing job is 
a specialty occupation by showing that: 1) a bachelor’s degree or its 
equivalent is the minimum entry requirement for the position; 2) the degree 

https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=chapter+6+permanent+labor+certificatin&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=chapter+6+permanent+labor+certificatin&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
https://www.uscis.gov/i-485
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by the Commission on Graduates of Foreign Nursing Schools (CGFNS) to 
work in the medical field in the U.S.120 To do this, the foreign nurse must: 
1) obtain a valid and unrestricted license in the U.S. state in which they will 
work; 2) pass the NCLEX, the U.S. licensing examination for nurses; 3) 
graduate from an English-language nursing program that was located in a 
country designated by the U.S. as acceptable for medical training; and 5) 
show that the nursing program was in operation on or before November 12, 
1999.121 Between the education requirements and the visa process, which 
may be delayed by a variety of outside factors such as the backlogging of 
available visas, the immigration process for foreign nurses takes years of 
patience and dedication.122 

B. Human Trafficking and Abusive Contracts 

The expensive, years-long immigration process puts nurses in a 
position where they are vulnerable to fraudulent recruiters, human 
traffickers, and exploitative healthcare institutions. These enterprises place 
Filipino nurses in hazardous working conditions knowing that they will 
endure workplace abuse because their status in the U.S. is contingent on 
their nursing jobs and because their families back home rely on their U.S. 
income.123 Fraudulent recruiters lure Filipino nurses with false promises of 
sponsorship and high wages, only to entrap them into unsustainable hours 
and dangerous conditions.124 Some scammers have gone as far as 
withholding wages from Filipino nurses and threatening to revoke their 
visas if they break their contract, effectively holding them hostage under 
threat of deportation and financial devastation.125 Several human-trafficking 
lawsuits have been filed against such agencies.126 

In Paguirigan v. Prompt Nursing Employment Agency LLC, a federal 
court held that several nursing home and rehabilitation facilities violated 
anti-human trafficking laws by using threats of financial ruin to coerce two 
hundred nurses into remaining at their posts for long hours and little pay.127 
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exploitation, Filipino nurses will continue to die at disproportionate rates as 
the COVID-19 pandemic rages on. 

IV. A SPECIAL PATH TO CITIZENSHIP FOR FILIPINO NURSES 

To combat exploitation and to begin to pay back an immeasurable debt, 
the U.S. government must grant Filipino nurses a special path to 
citizenship. The U.S. has recognized and rewarded foreign contributions to 
the country in the context of military service in times of war. During World 
War II, over 260,000 Filipino soldiers served under the American flag at the 
request of President Franklin D. Roosevelt.134 President Roosevelt promised 
Filipino soldiers U.S. citizenship and full military benefits in exchange for 
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five years of continuous residence as a lawful permanent resident in the 
U.S, or three years if he or she is a spouse of a U.S. citizen.148 Additionally, 
a person must be physically present in the U.S. for at least half of the time 
of their lawful permanent residence, and must live at least three months 
within the state or district that he or she files the naturalization application 
in.149 Sub-section 1427(f) offers an expedited process for people who make 
extraordinary contributions to the U.S’s national security. 

Under this sub-section, the U.S. Director of Central Intelligence, the 
Attorney General, and the Commissioner of Immigration may determine 
that a person who has made an “extraordinary contribution” to the “national 
security of the United States” or “the conduct of United States intelligence 
activities” may be naturalized without meeting the standard residence and 
physical presence requirements.150 If the deciding powers determine that a 
person has made extraordinary contributions to national security, and the 
candidate is otherwise eligible for naturalization per sub-sections 1427(a)-
(e), he or she may be naturalized after only one year of continuous 
residence in the U.S.151 Filipino nurses working during COVID-19 should 
fall under the category of persons making extraordinary contributions to 
national security. 

The Federal Government’s response to COVID-19 demonstrates how 
national security extends to national public health. The United Nations 
describes national security as “the ability of a state to cater for the 
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B. COVID-Time Service of Filipino Nurses: A New Path, Parallel to 
Naturalization Through Military Service 

Title 8, section 1440 of the United States Code offers a special 
provision for the naturalization of U.S. veterans and active members of the 
U.S. armed forces who served during military hostilities.158 COVID times 
have often been compared to times of war for healthcare workers,159 and 
Filipino nurses serving during COVID-19 deserve access to a similar 
pathway. 

President Biden himself equated the vaccine rollout to a “wartime 
effort.”160 However, when assessing the number of deaths, COVID times 
are much worse than times of war. Between World War I, World War II, 
the Vietnam War, and 9/11, 583,112 Americans were killed.161 As of 
August 17, 2022, the COVID-19 death toll in the U.S. is 1,034,234 
people.162 COVID-era America is a much deadlier place than wartime 
America. While others have abandoned healthcare positions due to 
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killed in twenty years of “counter-terror” activity.166 From February 2020 to 
November 2021, over 5,000,000 people globally have died from COVID-
19.167 That is less than two years of COVID. COVID-19 presents a much 
more urgent hostility to human life than war, and COVID times, spanning 
from February 2020 to the present, should be treated as a period of hostility. 

Correspondingly, like foreign members of the U.S. armed forces during 
war, Filipino nurses deserve a special path to citizenship for serving during 
COVID-19. Like war veterans, Filipino nurses working during the 
pandemic risk their lives to serve the U.S. In addition to risking their lives, 
Filipino nurses also take on a heightened risk of infection and long COVID. 
Although long COVID is still being researched as more symptoms are 
recognized, the precarious and lasting nature of it can be likened to Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) suffered by many war veterans. Both 
afflictions come with cognitive dysfunction symptoms that can be 
debilitating and lead to loss of quality of life. Also, like Filipino veterans 
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serving as a registered nurse in the U.S. during COVID-19 and fulfilling the 
following requirements: (1) be a lawful permanent resident or physically 
present at the time of service as a registered nurse in the U.S. and U.S. 
territories; (2) demonstrate the ability to read, write and speak English; (3) 
demonstrate knowledge of U.S. history and government, unless excepted; 
(4) demonstrate good moral character for at least one year prior to applying 
for naturalization; and (5) demonstrate an attachment to the principles of 
the U.S. Constitution and be well disposed to the good order and happiness 
of the United States. Like the section 1440 special provision for service 
members contained in sub-section (b)(2), registered nurses filing for 
naturalization during COVID-19 should be exempt from the continuous 
residence and physical presence requirements of naturalization. 

While critics, seeking to neutralize the parallel to wartime service, may 
argue that not all Filipino nurses work the type of health care jobs that 
necessitate close contact with patients in high-risk environments,170 this 
argument only highlights the complete disregard for human life that the 
U.S. has maintained toward Filipinos since the colonial era. The idea of 
setting a near-death standard for foreigners’ citizenship is cruel and 
impossible to measure. How close must one come to death to earn 
citizenship? And what other stipulations must they meet in addition to their 
service to the U.S. during a global pandemic? Do they need to catch 
COVID, pass it onto a family member, and show signs of long COVID? 
Requiring close proximity to death creates a dangerous precedent and bleak 
path to citizenship, particularly when set against the history of colonial 
violence that the U.S. has waged on Filipinos. Moreover, there is no 
stipulation in section 1440 that foreign soldiers must have fought in the 
deadliest battles and come within arm’s length of death to earn citizenship. 
The basis for section 1440 is military service during periods of hostilities, 
as it should be for Filipinos serving during COVID. 

The U.S. has amended and added special pathways to citizenship for 
foreigners who provide special services to the country. During the COVID-
19 pandemic, Filipino nurses are providing the most essential service. The 
U.S. should carve out a special path to citizenship in Title 8 of the United 
States Code for Filipino nurses working during the pandemic. This path can 
be created in an expansion of section 1427(f),171 the provision for persons 
making extraordinary contributions to national security, because public 
health is a national security issue. The path could also be created within 

 

good order and happiness of the United States during all relevant periods under the law, unless 
waived.”  
 170. 8 U.S.C. § 1440; McFarling, supra note 7. 
 171. 8 U.S.C. § 1427(f). 
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section 1440,172 which offers naturalization as a reward for military service 
to the U.S., because history shows that COVID times are far deadlier than 
war times and both foreign-born U.S. veterans and Filipino nurses serving 
in the U.S. during COVID have, and continue to take on, similar risks of 
death and long-term effects of service.173 Either path to citizenship would 
combat not only the systemic and institutional exploitation of Filipino 
nurses at the hands of U.S. employers, but also the community’s tragic and 
disproportionate COVID-19 death rates. 

V. CONCLUSION 

Filipino nurses are entitled to a special path to citizenship because they 
provide something essential and special to the people of the U.S—the isang 
bagsak level of care. A special pathway would allow Filipino nurses greater 
autonomy over what jobs they take without risking their status in the 
country. It would debilitate the exploitative practices of human traffickers 
and fraudulent recruiters and lead to a safer and more empowered Filipino 
nursing community. 

Since the late 1800s, Filipino nurses have been serving the U.S. During 
times of crisis, from World War II to the AIDS epidemic, the U.S. turned to 
Filipino nurses to fill the ranks when U.S.-born nurses would not. Filipino 
nurses take the nursing jobs that no one else will take, and they do so for 
their families back home and for their patients, living up to the cultural pull 
of community care. Human traffickers and duplicitous recruiters and 
facilities continue to take advantage of Filipino nurses, using deportation 
and financial ruin as leverage for entrapping them in hazardous work 
conditions, long hours, and little pay. 

Now, during the COVID-19 pandemic, they are dying at 
disproportionate rates, accounting for 31.5% of all COVID-19 nurse deaths 
while only making up 4% of the U.S. registered nurse population. This 
staggering statistic holds the weight of American colonialism and 
imperialism, as well as the ongoing exploitation of Filipino community 
care. The U.S. owes a debt to Filipino nurses. The country can begin to 
repay that debt by granting Filipino nurses the expedited path to citizenship 
that they have earned many times over. 

 

 172. 8 U.S.C. § 1440. 
 173. Martin & Yeung, supra note 107; Holcombe, supra note 105; Murdock, supra note 160. 


