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On a Sunday morning in June 2011, | took a taxi to the Kapangyawan Festival (The
Philippine Independence Day celebration) at Chater Garden. When we approached Chater Garden,

the taxi driver, out of friendly intention, told me: “There are many Filipinos protesting in the area.
It could be dangerous. You better be careful. Don’t stay.” | was too surprised to neither say thank
you, nor share my understanding.
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Kapangyouwan is a Tagalog term adapted from the word “pang# jaus” (friend) in Cantonese.
The celebration has two aims: to introduce Philippine culture to Hong Kong, and to enhance amiable
relationship between the Filipino guest workers and the local residents. The taxi driver’s interpretation
certainly made me wonder what went wrong when extending the hand of friendship. It also showed
me that though much of the Filipino cultural, religious and communal celebrations were held in the
public, a quietly kept distance between these two groups of people has efficiently rendered these
festive events invisible to the mainstream society. | have been doing an anthropological fieldwork
with ladies of the Filipino community in Hong Kong for four years now. This article aims at briefly
introducing these delightful events that, happening in various corners in Hong Kong every Sunday,

reveal for us yet another face of this astonishingly multicultural city of ours.
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Foreign Domestic Workers in Hong Kong
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Hong Kong, a largely Chinese metropolis with a population of seven million, has currently over
300,000 foreign domestic helpers. Among them, the majority (over 90%) are women from the Philippines
and Indonesia. The law of Hong Kong requires all foreign domestic helpers to live-in with their employers
and grants them “not less than 1 rest day in every period of 7 days”. This means that every week most
foreign domestic helpers could have but one free day for themselves. In most cases, the rest-day for the
300,000 domestic helpers is on Sunday. Due to this arrangement, most

people living in Hong Kong are familiar with the phenomena of foreign
domestic helpers crowding certain public spaces. Among them, the most
famous are the Victoria Park in Causeway Bay for the Indonesian workers
and Central - the Statue Square, Chater Garden, the covered ground of
the HSBC headquarter and the many footbridges from Queen’s Road to
Central piers - for Filipino workers. Less known to the general public
is that not every domestic helper spends her Sundays sitting in a park
or on a footbridge to rest. Many instead have busy schedules joining
religious gatherings, attending friends’ birthday or farewell parties,
joining sport competitions, running errands in Worldwide House,
holding general meetings of various associations, or rehearsing and
participating in beauty pageants and cultural festivals.
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If you are interested in Filipino stage performances on Sundays, the best bet is going to Chater
Road and Charter Garden in Central in early afternoons. As many domestic helpers have curfews,
these events are held during the day, rather than at night. Since the early 1980s, when the number
of overseas Filipino workers (OFWs) in Hong Kong started to grow quickly, Chater Garden had
emerged as a center for OFWs because its location is easily accessible by public transportation,
close to many businesses targeted at and services needed by OFWSs, and surrounded by signs
and landscapes of modern glamour. When Chater Road is pedestrianized in 1980s, it became the
most popular venue for Filipino communal events. Here are a few examples. On the third Sunday
of January, the Sinulog Festival organized by Visayans or Filipinos from the central division of the
Philippines, spiritedly kicks off another year of celebrations.

Sinulog is a dancing style that resembles the movement of water /

and tells much about the beauty of Visaya’s tropical islands
and seas. Sinulog Festival is a Cebu fiesta that honours Santo
Nino (Holy Child), a statue of an infant Jesus originally given to
the Philippines in the 16™ century and symbolized the arrival
of Roman Catholic, and also celebrates Philippine’s pagan
past. The fiesta therefore showcased the natural, religious,
and cultural heritage and pride of the Philippines. At the fiesta,
various Filipino groups join the street parade, showcase regional
ethnic and cultural diversity as well as religious piety through
self-designed costumes, props and dances. Other than the
parade, the fiesta program also includes a holy mass, shows

of guest performers, and a competition for Sinulog ritual dance.
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Following Sinulog, Chater Road also stages
Philippines Tourism Day in May, the Independence Day
celebration (Kapangyawan Festival) in June, and the
Kalilang Festival in Autumn. The Philippine Tourism Day
Celebration, organized by Philippine business communities
and promoting Philippine tourism, is a beauty pageant
that interweaved Philippine ethnic and cultural diversity
in its competition categories and emphasized the beauty
of traditional Filipiniana dress. In addition to the pageant,
the Tourism Day celebration also brings pop stars and
celebrities from the Philippines. The Independence Day
communal celebration in June is the annual event that

witnessed the highest numbers of participants from the

Filipino community in Hong Kong. It is organized by
the Philippine Consulate General, sponsored by various Filipino-targeted businesses, and
supported by various interest groups and regional societies. Starting with an interfaith prayer
and a Catholic Mass, singing the national anthem and some speeches by the state officials,
this daylong celebration, similar to Sinulog, also
includes a street parade along Chater Road and
stage performance and competition in Chater
Garden.
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In September to November then, Chater Road witnesses the

Kalilang Festival. Kalilang Festival is an event hosted by Filipinos from
Mindanao, the Southern district of the Philippines. Kalilang means
festival in Maguindanao language. Mindanao is the district in the
Philippines that witness the most cultural, religious and ethnic diversity.
Therefore, participants in Kalilang festival in Hong Kong present to the

spectators the richest and most vibrant mixture of colours, music and
dances. The festival also aims at offsetting the popular impression of
Mindanao as suffering from religious conflicts and chaos.

BANIGERT
Enchanting Talents Around the Corner
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While all these events include stage performances and
street parades that demonstrate Philippine’s rich diversity, what
| found most fascinating, however, is the creativity and artistry
the Filipino participants exhibit. While official participation and

business sponsorship are critical, most of the participants are
Filipino domestic helpers in Hong Kong. With extremely limited

time and resources, they improvised all sorts of spectacular

costumes and performances. Most daringly, they devote their poetic, artistic, and crafting talents
- no less magically than the fairies in Cinderella - and help transforming each other into beauty
queens, singers, dancers, masters of ceremony, etc.
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Other than at the stages on Chater Road, their various talents for theatric productions,

vocal performances, individual or group dances, catwalk, make-up, costume design,
choreography, etc. - are also demonstrated and evident in beauty pageants, modeling
competitions, and talent shows staged elsewhere at, for example, convention centers,
bars and restaurants, and auditoriums of community centers including the Bayanihan
Centre for foreign domestic helpers in Kennedy Town. Although these events are indoor

and therefore less public, they are equally accessible to the interested public and equally
spectacular. Most of the shows are free and welcome public attendance.
For events held at bars and restaurants, audience is usually required to
buy a drink. Even for Miss Barkadahan of SmarTone, the biggest annual
pageant held at the Hong Kong Convention and Exhibition Center in
Wan Chai, each ticket costs but HKD40, much cheaper than most stage
performances in Hong Kong. Professional Filipino singers and dancers
working in Hong Kong’s night clubs frequently give vibrant performance
in these shows; performers and celebrities from the Philippines also grace

some larger events. For example, Megan Young, the crowned Miss
World 2013 from the Philippines, joined Kalilang Festival in 2013.
Another time, a Balinese traditional Topeng (mask) Dance master
gave a breathtakingly beautiful show in an Indonesian pageant.
The helpers-turn-models and beauty queens join these events with
the aspiration to showcase one’s talents and also to appreciate
a friendly community and enjoy life. Therefore, these events are
always both warmly communal and incredibly entertaining.

6 HONG KONG EF5haie]
DISCOVERY Vol.88



MULTICULTURAL

HONG "KONG
IN CELEBRATION

T, AT A A Phih

Daring Sisters
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In these years of studying pageants of OFWs in Hong Kong, | constantly encountered doubts

from non-foreign-domestic-helper friends: “Who? Helpers as beauty queens?” It is safe to argue
that, by large, these vibrant fiestas and pageants are not known to the majority of Hong Kong
society, even though they are held frequently and in public. The invisibility is resulted from the
“segregation” of the foreign helper community from the mainstream society. Each of the 300,000
foreign domestic helpers is an intimate co-resident of a Hong Kong family. She nourishes kid(s),
takes care of elders, cooks, washes and irons clothes, cleans up flats and runs errands. While
some families are close to their gongren Jigjie (worker-big sister, a term widely used to refer to
helpers in Hong Kong) and others don’t, outside each individual household, these women became
strangers to the society. The most stereotypical image of Hong Kong maids on Sundays - sea of
women sitting on “cardboard cubic” on footbridges or public areas - marginalized, anonymized
and homogenized these migrant women. The spirited Filipino community and their vibrant activities
are hidden from the public awareness by nothing other than the naive, if not biased, assumption
that every single foreign domestic helper simply idles all day long on Sundays; chatting, lying and
playing cards on road sides.
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Fiestas on Chater Road or pageants elsewhere are
not just individual pastime but are an integrated part of the

so-called “ethnic economy” of the Filipino community in Hong
Kong. The economic potential is clear in that sponsors of related
events - airliners, travel agents, wireless communication carriers,
banking services providers - all targeted the OFW communities for
business. Pageants and other competition participants also expect
to achieve individual “economic success” through either winning
valuable prizes (for example, the cash award - no doubt the most
valuable one - for the winner of Ms. Barkadahan values 500,000
pesos, roughly HKD88,000) or networking with important Filipino
figures in Hong Kong. The domestic helpers who actively participated in these
events are certainly not just passively waiting to refresh their energy for another
week’s domestic work. They are migrants aspiring to, first, find changes to build
more promising careers and change their lives; and, secondly, foster a respectable
identity and trustable community for themselves in Hong Kong. Beauty pageants
and cultural fiestas participation is one way to fulfill these pursuits.

XL ARS8
Hong Kong as a Cultural Hub
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When | moved from Taiwan to Hong Kong a few years ago, one of my first impressions was

that Hong Kong, in addition to be more Westernized, was also much more integrated with various
Southeast and South Asian cultures. In a regular “tea restaurant (cha chaan teng)”, it is amusing
to find not only roasted pork but also pasta, sandwiches, milk tea, curry and “Singaporean” fried
rice noodle. Listening to Pakistani Hong Kongers and Indonesian maids converse in Cantonese is
another remarkable experience. Hong Kong as a so-called global city is not only a financial hub
but also a cultural hub. Sometimes, when | was, again, the only neither-Filipino-nor-Indonesian in a
fun and inspiring matinee on Sunday, | wish so much that this side of Hong Kong is also available
to Cantonese and English speaking Hong Kong communities. Getting to know foreign domestic
helpers as inspiring stage performers will, | wholeheartedly believe, melt down the segregation
between the Filipino and Chinese communities of the city. Recognizing cultural diversity will, in
turn, make Hong Kong a challenging and therefore even more interesting place to live. »‘@
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