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R O D E R I C K  G .  G A L A M

Women Who Stay: Seafaring and 
Subjectification in an Ilocos Town
Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2018. 238 pages.

Within the scholarship on Philippine migration, the historical prevalence of 
migration in the Ilocos region has been studied typically based on the male 
workers’ experience of moving out of their village or province. A shift in the 
understanding of Ilocano mobility is introduced by Roderick Galam, a native 
Ilocano who has extensively contributed to the study of Ilocano literature, 
historical identity, migration culture, and family. These contributions are 
exemplified in his earlier work, The Promise of the Nation: Gender History 
and Nationalism in Contemporary Ilokano Literature (Ateneo de Manila 
University Press, 2008). In Women Who Stay: Seafaring and Subjectification 
in an Ilocos Town, Galam offers a compilation of articles based on his 
doctoral dissertation, which highlights women’s experiences and narratives 
as part of the larger field of migration studies. 

The book contributes to the discourse on Asian migration at two levels. 
First, it addresses the bias of migration scholarship toward land-based 
migrant workers by paying attention to the marginalized narratives of sea-
based workers and their families. Second, it examines the blurred categories 
of nonmigrant women within the larger domain of migration processes. 
Galam employs sociological and ethnographic approaches in looking at the 
“gendered subjectification” of Ilocano women who stay behind. He defines 
“gendered subjectification” as the process through which Ilocano women 
consciously—or are compelled by their circumstance to—engage in work 
that significantly defines and redefines their sense of who they are or what 
they can do (3) given the alternating presence and absence of their seafarer 
husbands. It also examines women’s strategies to “negotiate and navigate” 
between spaces of power as well as the hierarchies and structures of relations 
within the family (3) in light of their constrained spatiotemporal context.

In chapter 1 Galam frames the “phenomenology of staying behind” 
based on the individual experiences of selected women from his fieldwork 
site in a certain town in Ilocos Norte. He limits his study to this anonymous 
town that he calls San Gabriel, which typifies the history of Ilocano 
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migration. In San Gabriel, 73 percent of those who have migrated are either 
working in Hawaii or the US mainland, usually California. Galam’s data 
consist of interviews conducted with sixty women who have stayed in Ilocos. 
However, what Galam means by “staying” is not clear. Women who stay can 
be categorized as either former or prospective migrants, indicating that in 
the majority of the cases presented in the book staying is temporary: either 
a recent development in the lives of the women interviewed or a transition 
into eventual migration. Galam does not problematize the territorial aspect 
of staying nor does he indicate a spatial scope to limit his study, and neither 
does he examine the possible shifts in attitude regarding migration. Instead, 
he pays attention to time, measured not in units but routines, and to women’s 
mobility shaped by the spatiotemporal context of the alternating presence 
and absence of migrant husbands.

Chapter 2 elaborates on the history of the Philippine seafaring industry 
and the economic developments that have led to the international demand 
for Filipino seafarers from the 1960s to the present. Here, Galam points out 
the ugly truth: Filipino seafarers are well trained and yet are paid wages that 
are lower than that of their counterparts from other countries. He enumerates 
the judicial and legislative actions the Philippine government has taken to 
help bring the cost of employment down to protect the industry, yet at the 
same time making it prone to abuse by both employers and predatory law 
firms that take advantage of seafarers and their families, especially in cases of 
injury and death (40).

In chapters 3 and 4 Galam connects the previous discussion to the 
history of Ilocano migration to Hawaii and California and its impact on 
the contemporary seafaring industry in Ilocos Norte. He demonstrates that 
Ilocanos’ economic aspirations are determined mainly by the prevalence of 
Ilocano migration to Hawaii, with emigration to that state widely perceived 
as a symbol of success. Hawaii has shaped the migration imagination through 
which the seafarers’ wives view and assess their husbands’ labor migration 
(16).

Galam explains that the geographical and cultural specificity of how 
Ilocano women navigate their lives adds a nuanced discussion to the 
conditions and experiences broadly shared by Filipino women married to 
seafarers. Here, he notes that Ilocanos have indigenous concepts to capture 
and articulate their experiences. However, his framing of these experiences in 
the context of Ilocano migration history is insubstantial. Galam’s description 
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is perhaps accurate for San Gabriel but does not represent the entire Ilocos 
region. It might lead to a mistaken interpretation that many Ilocanos are 
still dependent on the US, despite the recent changes in their preferred 
migration destination, with the Middle East as an example.

The nuanced discussion of how Ilocano wives make sense of their 
experiences is presented in chapters 3 to 5. “Gendered subjectivity” and 
the phenomenology of staying behind are illuminated by the Ilocano terms 
lung-aw (a better life, navigation), bukod-amin (routine, overburdened by 
responsibility), dibersiyon (finding leisure at work), and isu-pay (attitude, 
strategy, maximization). Galam frames women-wives-mothers as persevering 
decision makers using the concept of isu-pay, which is also informed by the 
hardships involved in their role as heads of households in the absence of 
their husbands.

Galam deploys the notion of bukod-amin in chapter 4 in demonstrating 
the mothers’ roles and routines in ensuring and shaping their children’s 
future. The use of bukod-amin is further justified by the thought that the 
family’s “future” rests on and is guaranteed by the absence of their husbands. 
Here, Galam demonstrates “subjectification” at the level of maternal and 
spousal relationship (97). 

In chapter 5 Galam focuses on two specific aspects of subjectification: 
one relates to how women negotiate spaces and sustain family relations within 
a transnational context; the other deals with “sexual subjectivity” centered on 
intimacy. Negotiating spaces also involves the recent reconceptualization of 
the transnational reproduction of “family and intimacy” and how technology 
mediates “imagined communion” (112). Galam observes that both partners 
remain faithful to one another and endure deferment of physical intimacy 
by dealing with it in ways that do not endanger their marriage (100). It 
is also worth noting that fidelity remains the ideal standard despite the 
general evidence to the contrary, as seen for example in the prevalence of 
the concepts of seamanloloko, a portmanteau of the words “seaman” and 
“manloloko” (cheater), and sellepet (Ilocano term for having a mistress).

Galam is interested not just in any perception of self but in that which 
develops around “absence” and autonomy, defined as how women negotiate 
their relationship with their kin and in-laws. He describes autonomy as 
a process beginning with women’s self-assertion, with them eventually 
becoming the recipients of their husbands’ remittances instead of their 
mothers-in-law. In this process, owning a house serves as a declaration of 
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independence from the in-laws. Also, Galam points out that gossip shapes 
how women negotiate spaces; gossip does not only curtail mobility or police 
morality, but it also drives women to do more work. Women limit their 
movement to protect their honor and divert their attention to recreation, 
translated in their routine as work (dibersiyon), e.g., selling cosmetics and 
foods, or hanging out with fellow mothers while attending to their children 
at school (126).

Chapter 9 synthesizes how women’s subjectivity is captured in the 
projection of hope and strategic waiting encapsulated in the concept of lung-
aw. “Strategic waiting” creates a space of contention in the representation of 
Ilocano women—despite being positioned as economically dependent on 
their seafaring husbands—as enablers within the dynamics of migration. As 
Galam explains in the first chapter, he does not want to reduce present-day 
Ilocanos, especially women, as being dependent on remittances. Instead, he 
depicts them as actors who, given their family responsibilities, grapple with 
the possibilities of empowering themselves within their domain.

Although the literature extensively discusses economic necessity as 
the main factor for migration, this book questions the correlation between 
poverty and migration. Galam does not present the perspective of those who 
migrate because they are able to do so, including those who come from 
wealthy seafaring families and those who have settled in the US. If poverty 
were a key factor behind migration, families who are alleviated from poverty 
(nakaahon na sa hirap) would no longer migrate. However, economic 
migration among those in the second or third generations is still common, 
suggesting that migration is not only a matter of overcoming poverty but it is 
also a display of the capacity to work overseas.

What makes this book a valuable contribution to migration studies is 
its reflexive and in-depth analysis of women’s subjectivity. Why is there a 
need to study those who stay behind? Galam sees such women as active 
agents who enable and sustain migration, a necessary part of the culture that 
supports the Ilocano diaspora and indeed a reflection of an inherited culture 
of migration.
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