Expat Living

My life looking for me

You packed your identity in your shipment, but now you can’t find it.

Marilyn Duncan-
Webb has lived

and worked in

eight countries on
three continents.
She received her
Philippine work
permit as a language
consultant in May
this year.

When people ask me, “What’s it like
living in the Philippines?” T always
respond positively, citing the friendliness
of our hosts, the high levels of English,
reasonable cost of living, access to

good healthcare, a lovely house and the
convenience of maids, yayas, drivers and
other helpers. Yet, on my face, there’s

a stiff little plastic smile because in my
heart there’s a feeling that something
just might be missing. And that some-
thing could easily be me! This is swiftly
followed by feelings of guilt: how can

I possibly moan about living a life of
luxury when there are children living on
the streets?

In almost eleven years of living in
“someone else’s country”, and, by and
large, profiting by the experience and
adventures this nomadic life brings, I've
had plenty of opportunities to discuss
this topic with other expatriate women.
Here are some comments that seem to
sum up that feeling of loss of identity:
I’ve given up my job, my home, my dog,
even abandoned my aging parents...and
my kids are grown up. Sometimes I feel
like ve given up my whole identity.

I never even had a career. We got mar-
ried just a year after I graduated and
now we’ve been sent overseas.

I feel so stupid. At home I managed a
whole department. Here I can hardly
manage to get the swimming pool
cleaned properly.

Enlightened corporations provide

relocation assistance, sometimes going

beyond the immediate house-schools-
transport-health concerns and venturing
into rudimentary cross-cultural and
adjustment topics. However, in those
very early days, it’s hard to focus on
anything more than urgent practical
issues. It’s when you’ve mastered the
initial settling in that the self question-
ing begins.

Purpose

Those of us who have children with

us on our postings appreciate the time
we are able to spend with our kids, a
luxury we might not have in our home
countries where we would struggle

for balance between work and family.
Childrearing is a valid (yet often
undervalued) role. It is most often
those of us whose children are grown,
or who do not have kids who question
our purpose.

The Global Relocation Trends Survey
Report* continues to reveal that almost
80 per cent of employer-sponsored
expatriates are men, so of course, the
majority of so-called “trailing spouses”
(or as I once heard a man — one of the
slowly increasing number of male ac-
companying spouses - self deprecatingly
call himself, corporate handbags) are
women. Interestingly, the 2006 report
also identifies spouse/partner careers
as one of the chief reasons for turning
down an assignment.

Thus we women who do choose to
come and want to work face the very

daunting task of navigating restrictive
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work permit regulations and tedious mean committee work or fund raising:
application processes (usually without  in the Philippines there are plenty of
corporate assistance) and finding a opportunities for hands-on efforts. A
job in a Catch-22 situation where you  good starting point is ALIG’s charities
can’t be employed without a work list in this magazine. As well, if your

permit and you can’t get a work permit  skills are not directly applicable to the

without an employer. However, it is
possible and many of us push our
through the regulatory maze, driy
by the need to identify ourselves
through the work we do. It us

requires enormous flexibility (

primary career path) and
plus networking, netwo
networking. In
worked (lega
disciplines I ¢
person”. All t
prepared to sk
table if opens t
permit!

Self employ

practitioners.

Another optio oyment

restrictions. Structure

And finally, if y
work or vo

something

a cliché,

cash, crea
consuming
unique insight into the host country and

its people. Volunteering doesn’t always
2 ALIG Newsletter



Counselling
services are
available in

Manila.

Contact In Touch
Community Services
PH: 893 1893

- an email session, wandering through
websites, having a manicure, and
grooming the dog - try to give it some
structure. Establish a task schedule as
you would at work and check off the
items as you accomplish them. Decide
how long you’ll spend with Google:
select a booklist of authors outside your
usual favorites and work through them
the way you did in college; consider
taking up painting, photography or a
craft you’ve never previously had time
for. This framework will help make you
feel productive and provide a visual aid
to acknowledging achievement.

Some days may still appear to be filled
with meaningless “busyness” when it
will be hard to answer the question,
“So, what did you do all day?” and not
feel guilty. After all, women seem to

be hard wired for guilt unless we have
something tangible to show for our
daily doings. That’s normal and it may
be one of the things we muse about
over our coffee meetings and lunches,

each proffering different ideas and

solutions, or simply bonding over the
effort it all takes. Whatever way you
choose to create your new identity, it
is likely that there will be a degree of
reinvention of the “missing me”. The
way you find that identity could lead
you to new discoveries and ways of
learning about yourself, strengthening
you in the process. Nevertheless, the
next fellow who jokes, “When I go to
heaven I want to be an expat wife”,
won’t feature on my party guest list
again!

Further resources:
*www.gmacglobalrelocation.com/our_
difference/press/2006/0313_2006.asp
Www.expatwomen.com
www.livinginthephilippines.com
www.myph.com.ph

www.passport2manila.com

Note: The views expressed in this article
are those of the writer and not necessar-
ily those of ALIG.
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