|

) <

The University of Osaka
Institutional Knowledge Archive

Title |<HR/—IOERON : F=v - EFRY YV
Vo jj’f"j'/t7«f U t?‘/ .tjo)a'__\_’/r:_x

Author(s) | =&, B

Citation |ZFE{&#FE Aff%. 2005 2, p. 108-121

Version Type|VoR

URL https://hdl.handle.net/11094/100373

rights

Note

The University of Osaka Institutional Knowledge Archive : OUKA

https://ir. library. osaka-u. ac. jp/

The University of Osaka



e FEgg . — & D on e

BEIRDT]

- F=X - ETFRY - VUV A ETAVEY T DF v f Z— X -

The Widow's Power among the Chinese in Cebu, Philippines:

A Story of Dofia Modesta Singson Gaisano
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Summary

This essay examines how a Chinese widow can be both a unifying and destructive power to
a family's genealogy after the death of its head. While previous studies on overseas Chinese
have centered on their assimilation, integration and identity, little has been said about the
significant role Chinese women play in these dynamic, immigrant Chinese communities abroad.
Undoubtedly, the image of strong-willed Chinese widows can wreak havoc on the oftentimes
sentimental, nostalgic and male-oriented picture of the Chinese culture depicted in most studies
in this area.

No discussion about the power of widows is possible without the story of Dofia Modesta
Singson Gaisano of Cebu City. After the death of her husband, Modesta became a powerful
matriarch. For well over half a century Modesta's leadership and vision eventually grew
businesses into the large empire that is known today as the Gaisano Department Stores Group.
The power Modesta wielded extended well over the Gaisano business empire and into the city's
local politics, being a daughter of Pedro Gotiaoco, one of the most prominent Chinese in Cebu,
and his Italian wife, and also being a half-sister of Sergio Osmeiia, two-time vice president of the
Philippine commonwealth government (in 1935 and 1941). Her active civic work made her a
model Cebuano citizen, and many in the local Chinese community also viewed her as a model of
a good Chinese widow.

Modesta's unifying force over her family was expressed in many subtle but powerful ways.
The death of a .patriarch in a Chinese family would normally mean that the sons assume
leadership of the family, and the widow is relegated to the periphery as the sons divide and take
over the father's estate. However, in the case of Modesta, since she assumed family leadership
immediately after her husband's death, latent conflicts and friction among bereaved sons — a
common occurrence in any typical family — were not thrust abruptly to the surface, the sons
respectfully deferring to their mother's presence. In this light thus, it is the widow's centripetal
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role that actually enhances and maintains smooth patrilineal genealogy as she can oversee the
smooth and acceptable division of her husband's estate into the hands of its rightful heirs.

In the same breath though, and quite in contrast to the arguments above, widows may also
be a destructive force to patrilineal genealogy. In the strict sense of the word, widows
themselves cannot belong to the patrilineal kinship of her husband. The widow is also not part of
the ancestral worship performed by her husband's family or the husband's pseudo-lineage. As it
was Modesta who introduced cremation to the local Chinese community, it can be seen that a
widow may inadvertently disrupt the practice of patrilineal-centered ancestral worship
practices. While feng-sui-oriented burials allow living family members to worship deceased
ancestors in the hope of getting good fortune, cremation on the other hand connotes the literal
cleaning-up of ancestors.

In conclusion, a widow's unifying and destructive power give her an ambiguous role in the
patrilineal genealogical relationship of a Chinese family. The representation of the kinship
organization and other cultural elements in Cebu can be interpreted as a variation of Chinese
culture, which is diversified by the ambiguity of women in the local community. This
observation suggests that the movement and the localization (or creolization) of the Chinese
population should be reconsidered in the scope of the diversity of Chinese culture.
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