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Abstract
Writing the history of children’s literature in the postcolonial era remains important,
because it serves as the counter-assertion to the history of the child and the history of
children’s literature dominated by the West. The once-silenced voice of the postcolonial
child must resurface in literary criticism, because it asserts the strangeness and otherness
that the West has refused to acknowledge and of which it has remained largely ignorant.
The present study offers a postcolonial reading of children’s literature in the Philippines in
the context of succeeding waves of Spanish and American colonization. In making closereadings of selected works, I analyze the dynamic between metropolitan Manila and
provincial Bicol, in the effort to reconfigure operative binaries of city and country still
shaping the economic, historical and cultural realities in everyday Filipino/a life.
Philippine children’s literature remains “Manila-centric”—not only because the capital city
retains the monopoly of cultural production nationally, but because it perpetuates the
legacy of colonialism in language and educational policy required by elites in the center.
By contrast, Bicol represents the power, voice, and authority of the once-marginalized
periphery, whereby an alternative to Manila in children’s literary discourse has emerged,
born out of (as I argue here) a specifically and culturally situated local discourse: that of
the bukid or mountain. Bukid is the Bicol term for the rice field, mountain, and volcano.
The iconic mountain-volcano of our region, the Mayon Volcano, represents the power of
bukid now appearing on the horizon of the metropolitan imaginary. The mountain is
speaking back.
Historically, bukid has served as a shelter for the marginalized. It also has provided refuge
for revolutionaries rebelling against the colonizers based in the center. As an as-yet undertheorized voice linking local landscape to history, the voice of bukid is crucial to the study
of Filipino/a children’s literature, because its very solidity and monumentality are integral
to Filipino/a consciousness everywhere. (Every region has its own mountain.) The voice of
the bukid not only challenges the binarism between the city and the country, but makes a
critique of the current centralized system of production impoverishing the regional
capacity for children’s literature in the Philippines. My personal experience as a FilipinaChinese woman writing on behalf of our children remains connected to these marginalized
spaces seemingly so distant from the metropolitan imagination. According to Gloria
Anzaldua, “The work of the mestiza consciousness is to break down the subject-object
duality that keeps her a prisoner and to show in the flesh and through the images of her
work how duality is transcended” (80).
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Bellen 1
Introduction
The Historic Voice of Bukid: A Postcolonial Reading of Manila and Bicol’s
Contemporary Children’s Literature

To speak of the origins of Children’s Literature as part of World Literature is to
speak of the West. “Histories of children’s literature were almost exclusively produced in
and about those Western countries that had strong traditions of publishing for children, and
it tended to be scholars, collectors, librarians, and enthusiasts from those countries who
organized conferences, launched journals, and developed terminology for discussing texts
for children” (Reynolds 3). Likewise, “writing specifically for children was mainly a
European phenomenon, not common in other parts of the world until Europeans began to
influence those other parts” (Nodelman 69). Their economic and political power coupled
with technological innovations and machineries shape their position in the production,
promotion, and dissemination of children’s literature. These powerful countries became
empires not only in terms of territory but also of culture. In fact, the “study of English and
the growth of empire proceeded from a single ideological climate and that the development
of one is intrinsically bound up with the development of the other….where it leads to
naturalizing of constructed values which, conversely, established ‘savagery,’ ‘native,’
‘primitive,’as their antitheses and as the object of the reforming zeal” (Ashcroft et.al 3).
On one hand, it exposes the colonizer’s power while it also features different causes of
marginalization. Hence, there is a need to de-center the history of children’s literature
which developed from the cultural hegemony in the context of colonization.
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There is a need to assert Philippine

children’s

literature in the project of

nationalism as a counter-discourse to the prevailing neoloconiality. Building the nation
through all of its folklore is a major endeavour amidst the complex notions of nationalism
in a colonized country. Hence as a contribution, the study values the conceptualization of
children’s literature in the Philippines in connection with postcolonialism. According to
Orjasaeter in Negotiations of the Self-Imagination, “literature has a privileged position in
the making and spread of national indentity” (40), however in neocolonial Philippines,
there is a greater need to interrogate cultural production like literature because after
colonialism brought by American education at the start of the Commonwealth government,
“a new generation of “Filipino-Americans” had already been produced” (Schirmer and
Shalom 46). Neocolonialism continued and became stronger after World War II until now
because “the United States protected its military and economic privileges in the Philippines
by various means” (125). This resulted to “inequality between the wealthy few and the
vast majority of impoverished workers and peasants, slum dwellers, minorities, middlestrata professionals, etc.” (San Juan 6) especially in the center. “In urban areas,
industrialization is also creating new interest groups that are affecting the balance of social
ad political forces. The demands of new industries and businesses for managerial and
technical skills is encouraging the growth of an urban middle class, especially in Manila”
(Schimer and Shalom 127).
In the context of this study, Manila is the center of power that produced the
colonial power and is responsible for the production of children’s literature. This center
will be interrogated while my project also gives voice to the peripheries. The landscape of
bukid or mountain/volcano/ricefield/forest/country, specifically the bukid in one of the
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regions in the Philippines; Bicol, serves as a venue for a preliminary investigation and an
introduction to an area of children’s literature that is usually neglected and unheard of.
This is rooted in the fact that Bicol itself as periphery has a silent if not misconceived
history. The project argues that the context of the historical bukid or mountain is connected
with the production of contemporary children’s literature in the Philippines. It shatters the
dichotomy of the binary of the city and province, specifically Manila and Bicol. In that
light I am also expressing my voice and position as a writer for children who traverses the
spaces of both the space of the center and the periphery. I remember a popular children’s
nonsensical rhyme in which generation of Filipino children used to sing and oftentimes
associate this with a game. One of the players is assigned to do the pointing of finger to
every player’s fingers as they continuously sing the song. If the song stops to a specific
finger of the player, she should fold it as a sign that the finger has been eliminated. The
player who eventually folded all her fingers loses the game.
The song might have a unique meaning to children even if for adults, it is only a
combination of invented sounds and words. These types are classified as nonsensical but it
can make sense how children understand the world. I chose this song to be part of my
introduction for this study because it is part of every Filipino children’s childhood. “Pen de
Sarapen” is legitimate part of Philippine literature as a folk song. Most folk songs cater to
children’s sensibilities but through close reading these texts offer insights on social
practices, lifestyle and history of the Philippines. This introduction starts with this literary
form as it embodies elements of children’s literature such as tone, perspective and sense of
wonder.
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Before I delve into contemporary children’s literature, I would like to contextualize
my point regarding the history of Philippine children’s literature as a counterdiscourse to
the colonial tradition. Children’s songs are passed on through generations. Iona and Peter
Opie calls this genre as “lore and language of school children” even those songs by street
children.

“The scraps of lore learn from each other are at once more real, more

immediately serviceable, and more vastly entertaining to them than anything which they
learn from grown-ups” (Opie 1). Children’s songs bridge the past and the present as a
lived experience by the children.
Pen Pen de Sarepen
Pen Pen de Sarapen

Pen Pen de Sarapen

De kutsilyo de almasen

of knife from the store

Haw haw de karabaw

haw haw from carabao

De batuten

of batuten

Sipit namimilipit

claws are for pincers

Ginto’t pilak namumulaklak

gold and silver blossoming

Sa tabi ng dagat.

at the seashore. (own translation)

Pen Pen de Sarapen is one of the oldest children’s songs in the Philippines. It was
sung and played by almost all Filipino children. As a nonsensical rhyme, the song’s lyrics
may seem to have no meaning at all, but just a combination of words that formed sounds
and rhythms. Sounds are more emphasized than the meaning of each phrase. The Spanish
preposition “de” is often used and can be translated in various ways as equivalent to “for,
from, by, in, wearing, having and using with, such as de-salamin (with glasses), de-color
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(having color).”1 Aside from inventing words, the song also mimics Spanish sounds in a
manner that is “almost the same, but not quite” (Bhabha 86).

Word utterances and

meaning were similar in some words in the context of misuse that masks the mocking and
parody of the colonizer. Pen Pen de Sarapen depicts three economic landscapes such as
the market (almasen), the farm (carabao), the seas (gold and silver blossoms in the
seashore). These landscapes map the child’s environment and its connection to their lives.
Due to its upbeat tone, the idea of violence is not offensive because it is intertwined with
humor. However, the implied meaning is still apparent as a result of what children
observed. The knife signifies the violence that results from the market or trade and
capitalism. The consumerist mindset is asserted through the piercing knife like the
ungentle pincers that grips to get things or defend one’s property. The song narrates the
hoarding in the mentioned landscapes while the persona implies an abrogation from
colonialism through Spanish sounds.2

Hence, in the context of colonialism, there are

various levels of subversion in the song. First, it expresses the children’s perspective on the
history of Spanish colonialism. Humor underlines “refusal of the categories of the imperial
culture, its aesthetic, its illusory standard to normative or ‘correct’ usage, and its
assumption of a traditional and fixed meaning inscribed in words” (38). Second, through a
short but meaningful depiction of the images of the economic landscapes violated by the
violent hoarding of the foreigners. The last line emphasizes the image of gold and silver
that blossoms signify wealth and prosperity. In Philippine history, gold was one of the
motivations of colonization – “from the day Magellan first saw gold earrings, armbands,
and spears in Homonhon, Spaniards kept reporting gold jewelry in truly astonishing
quantity” (Scott 32). Children are unique in articulation of their songs, “for children are a
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race whose experience of life is different from that of adults. Theirs is a different world in
which values are expressed in children’s terms and not in those which belong to adult
experience” (Smith 15). The continued colonization of children’s literature in the present is
rooted in this historical context. The imagination that decenters colonialism and returns
the children their “place” in the nation is embedded in the nature of the children’s
literature. The specificity of the nature of the locales of a colonized nation serves as a
metonymy of returning, grounding and creating a children’s literature.

The study is

significant contribution to Philippine children’s literature especially to the productions
from the periphery. The scarcity of published studies and criticism on Philippine children’s
literature limits the project, but as a practitioner in the field, I will analyze the development
of Philippine children’s literature and the study of selected texts in the context of bukid.
Also, my position as an educated colonized female from a lower middle class is important
in the context of traversing the center and the periphery.

According to Sartre in his

introduction to Memmi—“But the man who suffers them, if through his self-examination:
a “neglible force in the confrontation,” he represents no one, but since he is everyone at
once, he will prove to be the best of witness” (21). I agree with Sartre but we need more
than witnessing. O’ Dowd says that it is also important to contextualize in terms of
political economy or geo-politics of decolonization. “Memmi’s work is more a work of
witness. Yet, the label “witness” seems inadequate—it conveys too much detachment.
Memmi’s portraits of the self-rejecting and self-accepting colonizer reflect tensions within
himself. His siding with the colonized evokes dilemmas of the marginal intellectual, a
fellow traveler of the oppressed, yet one who is forever barred from their inner existence”
(34). In the context of my project as an active part of the production of Philippine
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children’s literature, I also would like to illustrate the scope of colonial hegemony that
continues in lieu of globalization and neoliberalism. My project also initiates the
documentation of the non-existent history of Bicol children’s literature to provide a new
perspective in the mode of production of the Manila dominated children’s literature. It
illustrates how the center’s hegemony affects or is ineffective to the periphery. The voice
of the historic bukid to the city and country’s dichotomy, as imagined in the narratives of
Bicol children’s stories intersections of settlement, departure, and return. This may serve as
an alternative model of narrating the history of children’s literature in the Philippines that
is not within the confines of a metropolitan center; where bukid or mountain’s landscape in
the main point of convergence of the narratives.
Defining Children’s Literature
Children’s literature is defined as a literature about children. “Materials written to
be read by children and young people, published by children’s publishers, and stocked and
shelved in the children’s and/or young adult (YA) sections of libraries and bookshops”
(Reynolds 1). The safest way to define children’s literature is according to its material
representation: the book as category of production, because the discourse is complicated
for children’s literature as a genre. “Children’s literature has traditionally been written by
adults for children…and is defined by its audience” (34). The genre also tackles the
standards and boundaries of criticism that still favors adults as the dominant force in this
literature. Hence, scholars of children’s literature usually clarify terms like children,
childhood, and literature in their introductions (Lynch-Brown and Tomlinson 1993, Zipes
2002, Stevenson 2011, Kelen and Sundmark 2013). They agree on questioning the
definition of child/childhood because the child as a subject is not a homogenous entity.
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Philippe Aries’ Centuries of Childhood (1973) is significant in clarifying these concepts.
According to him, “children and childhood are social constructs that have been determined
by socioeconomic conditions and have different meanings for different cultures” (qtd.by
Zipes 40). Aries’ recognition of cultural and economic diversity as a context of children
and childhood in children’s literature is noteworthy. In the context of the Philippines, I
think that childhood is not only a social construct determined by colonial religion and
education, it is formed by the norm in order to continue their neocolonial agenda. This is in
lieu of the fact that children as the future leaders of the nation needs to comply with the
interests of the colonizers. “The hegemonic molding of men’s mind is the best means of
conquest. Education therefore serves as a weapon in wars of colonial conquest”
(Constantino 2).
In Philippine history, Spanish Catholicism and American education, as fruits of
colonization, have divided the people into social classes giving privilege to the rich while
the majority of the poor has been resilient in folk religiosity. This encapsulates the
Filipino child’s colonized social milieu depicted in their literature. Almost all literary
production was written by an adult. Those written by children are very few and are not in
the mainstream. Children cannot own their literature because even its history is written by
adults even though “the history of children’s book may be interesting to the adults but not
for the child” (Hunt 42).
However, it is indeed necessary to write history as “literary historians are also
humans, and they bring their own subjectivity and biases, so that their judgments of
historical significance are never objectively factual” (Stevenson 2011). Adults have the
power to choose and classify books which can be called as children’s literature. Arguably,
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“children’s literature is an amorphous, ambiguous creature; its relationship to its audience
is difficult; its relationship to the rest of literature, problematic” (Hunt 1). Considering its
complicated nature, Zipes argues, “Children’s literature does not exist (39)….There has
never been a literature conceived by children for children, a literature that belongs to
children, and there never will be” (40).
Zipes’ argument is neither conclusive nor definitive but serves as a challenge to
children’s literature. According to him, we only use the terms children’s literature “to
distinguish or cast distinction on adults we make privileged positions in determining the
value of a literature for young readers” (40). What we call children’s literature is really the
institution of children’s literature which is paradoxical in its humanist advocacy because
“the institution of children’s literature must operate more and more within the confines of
the culture industry in which the prevailing consumerism and commercialism continue to
minimize" and marginalize the value of critical and creative thinking, and with it, the
warmth of an individual human being” (40-41).

Despite his focus on American and

British children’s literature Zipes’ studies cover children’s literature in the world because
it is an industry that produces materials for children’s education and entertainment. “The
commercial, pedagogic, and "philosophical forces that shaped publishing for children in
the Eighteenth cenntury were set in the context of Enlightenment” (Reynolds 15).
“Children’s literature became a highly profitable area for many publishers” (16).
Children’s literature in the West is an effective force in their progress because it depicts
their vision for their children’s education and rights. Hence, commercialization is guided
by these principles.
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On the other hand, Philippine children’s literature is determined by cooptation
because it is part of colonial education. Therefore, to articulate that writing for children is a
responsibility is symptomatic of the child’s lack of power and voice. “Writing for young
people is a great responsibility, because their minds are impressionable and what they read
can affect not only their current lives but their future ones as well” (Wyndham and
Madison 4). Alabado3 even calls this as a “sacred responsibility in writing for Filipino
children.” She recognized the Filipino children’s diversity, “he is rural and urban,
mountain, and lowland, and a seafaring child. He is black, brown, and white. He is rich,
and poor, schooled, and unschooled, a Christian, Moslem, Buddhist, pagan, primitive, and
modern…he dreams that someday he would be a tall grown man ready to serve his country
and his fellowmen and the whole world” (14). The task is not only a great responsibility
but a sacred gesture that entails respect as a whole because rights and freedom were
violated in the past. As a writer for children, I believe that children’s literature must be
defined in terms of the complexity of the history of the land where it came from because
this shapes the memories, issues and visions of the said literature.
Waves of Colonization in Philippine Children’s Literature
The Empire Writes Back talks about how postcolonial literatures emerged in their
present form out of the experience of colonization and asserted themselves by
foregrounding the tension with the imperial power, and by emphasizing their differences
from the assumptions of the imperial center which makes them distinctively post-colonial
(Ashcroft et.al 2). These literatures “first began to emerge before the time of formal
independence, and therefore strictly speaking formed part – albeit a special part of colonial
literature” (Boehmer 5). Part of these colonial literature are the written literature for
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children in the Philippines which was first a product of the Spanish and American
colonizers as cited by diachronic histories of the genre (Alabado 1979, 2001, Almario et.al
1994, Coquia and Profeta 1968, Netzorg 1985, Rivera 1982, Dela Cruz 1993 Evasco
2013).
Morality and didactism was central in the colonial era. During the Spanish colonial
regime, the Royal Decree of 1863 was enforced to promote religious education for
children. The Spaniards used texts from the European Middle Ages to teach Christianity.
Caton Cristiano was an essential reading that features the Roman alphabet, prayers, and
catechism. Caton was also translated from Tagalog, the center’s language to Bisaya, a
regional dialect from the South by Padre Pedro de Estrada in 1734 and printed four times
in 1746, 1850, 1865, and 1893 (Zaide 262). Translations and reprints in regional literature
imply that it was a must-read for all children. Meanwhile, those from rich families like
Jose Rizal were able to have an extra read of El Amigos de los Niños by Abbe Sabatier
since they can afford to buy such books and send their children to schools or to private
tutors. Another morally laden book of that time was Lagda which is composed of twelve
small chapters teaching children didactic values from waking up until upon retiring to bed.
“The book highlights, right behavior in the church, in the school, even during feasts;
proper conduct while eating, articulation of self-including emotions, and personal hygiene”
(Bellen 23).
Aside from Lagda is the morally charged book of Fr. Modesto de Castro, Ang
Pagsusulatan ni Urbana at Feliza na Pagcacaalaman nang Magagandang Asal ucol sa
Capuoa Tao (Letters of Corresponces of Urbana and Feliza in Teaching Good Moral
Values on the Proper Treatment of Fellowmen). The book was about the correspondences
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of two sisters, Urbana and Feliza who got separated when Urbana entered the monastery in
the city to be a nun. Feliza who was left in the country is constantly reminded by Urbana
to ensure that their younger brother, Honesto is to be molded from the moral values of the
European etiquettes taught by the Catholic Church. The sisters represent the gap between
urban and rural or the dichotomy of “bayan (city) and bukid (country)” (Lumbera 870)
wherein the colonizer’s power ripples from the center to the periphery. As in
Pagsusulatan…, we can readily see that Catholic pedagogy is the dominant theme of
books printed during this period since the Spanish missionaries regard children as objects
and agents of evangelization. The name Honesto connotes specific honesty needed by his
identity. As the youngest, he is the recipient of the all the moral beliefs of his sisters which
are directly honed by the teachings of the colonizers. These values are practiced by Feliza
who serves as the enabler of the dominant hegemony in the physical absence of Urbana
from the city.
The moral conservatism of the Catholic-centered children’s literature of the
colonial era likewise required the destruction of the pre-existing indigenous Filipino
writing system or the baybayin4 which along with it, a system of culture was eradicated.
“The perishable materials on which the Filipinos wrote were left to disintegrate and those
that remained were destroyed by missionaries who believed that the indigenous pagan
culture was handicraft of the devil himself” (Lumbera and Lumbera 3). Much valuable
information about pre-colonial culture that could have been handed down to Filipino
children was lost. The imposition of the Roman alphabet was one of the keys in the success
of Christian teachings. During the middle of the 19th century, social change was triggered
by the opening of the trade route in Suez Canal. Along with it emerged the “new middle-
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class which made up of mestizos or half-breeds who had acquired wealth and education”
(Jurilla 32) like Rizal who fought for Spanish reforms. Education was integral in Rizal’s
vision for Filipino children because he believed that “schools have not been sufficient and
have in fact nullified by an insidious system of pedagogy dominated by unenlightened,
racist friar instructors who boldly declared that it is an evil for the Filipinos to learn
Castilian, that the Filipino should not be separated with his carabao, that he should not
have any further ambition” (qtd.by Quibuyen 205). In order to contribute to children’s
education, “Rizal himself retold stories for children between the years 1885-1890 while in
Europe to study medicine and while writing his novel Noli Me Tangere. In October 1886,
he completed the translation into Tagalog of five fairytales by Hans Christian Andersen.
The manuscript was written and illustrated in his own hands, bound in leather and sent
home, with a dedication to his nephews and nieces. Its audience was limited to the Rizal
family until 1954, when it was published” (Paterno 10). In 1889, Rizal’s Specimens of
Tagalog Folklores were also published in Trubners Oriental Record, a London Journal,
“containing samples of Tagalog proverbs, puzzles, and verses…and in the same year his
retelling of The Monkey and the Tortoise, a famous Filipino folktale. Rizal also retold the
legend of Mariang Makiling, the mountain goddess of his home town in Calamba, Laguna,
in the Dec. 31 issue of La Solidaridad5” (Paterno 11). Rizal’s novels namely Noli Me
Tangere and El Filibusterismo were the first ones to have a lasting influence on Philippine
literature because it was mandated by Republic Act No. 1425 or the so-called Rizal Bill,
“including this national hero’s life and works in the curricula of public and private schools,
colleges, and universities” (Hau 1).
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I was in primary school when the Rizal Bill was implemented. We read a six-part
Rizal book, one for each grade level and which was written by the historian Gregorio F.
Zaide. These were informative texts which tackled the hero’s life, his travels, romance and
writings. This series was the first textbook read by Filipino children. Therefore, Rizal’s
dream of making children’s literature a means of expanding a child’s imagination,
language and pleasure was not yet achieved because it was his life that was first taught to
children instead. However, “the bill was an important example of the state’s effort to use
literature to foster national consciousness among Filipino people and make “good” citizens
of the Filipino youth” (Ibid).
Studying Rizal’s life inspired the contemporary production of Philippine children’s
literature; this is why he is recognized as the “Father of Philippine Children’s Literature.”
Evident in contemporary time is the celebration of the National Children’s Book day held
every second week of July to commemorate the publication of Rizal’s The Monkey and the
Tortoise in the Trubner’s Oriental Record in July 1889. Rizal’s childhood memories in his
hometown Calamba in Laguna were full of the stories told to him by his mother and
nanny6 that shaped his own childhood. These were further enriched by European
influences which, at that time, were on the verge of leaning towards instruction and gradual
acceptance of literature for entertainment and pleasure7. Rizal did not only bring children’s
literature to his homeland but also to himself by reminiscing in Europe the stories told to
him as a child. By the 20th century, Rizal’s dream of an education for all came true but he
would not subscribe to the kind of education brought by the Americans, the new
colonizers.
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“Under the American occupation, a new world order came to exist in the
Philippines. The introduction of a democratic system of politics gave the Filipinos basic
freedoms they never knew under the former colonial regime” (Jurilla 35). Mckinley’s
benevolent assimilation8 aimed “to give Filipinos a new system of education” (qtd.by
Pefianco 34).

Americans considered education “as an important handmaiden of

Americanization” (Torres 42) because “the public school sytem is part of their military
estrategy” (Pefianco 42). Baldwin Readers is among the textbooks from America that
taught Filipinos that “A is for Apple,” and was later replaced by the Insular Readers which
was written for Filipinos with Filipino characters and settings, but used to pass on
American values to Filipino children” (Paterno 11).
Pepe and Pilar and The Philippine Readers Series (1922-1934) by Camilo Osias
were textbooks that depict the images of rural life and were more successful because both
were able to relate to their Filipino children readers culturally. An idealized life in the
country, characterized by peace and content, was depicted in these books, which in turn
relieves the hardships of colonial life. Constantino critics American misrepresentations of
rural life and attributes these as a reason for the economic neglect of the periphery.
According to him, the misrepresentations in Philippine rural setting or in the countryside
illustrate how American public school ideology was still very much in place because when
schools attempted to inculcate an appreciation for things Filipino; what was presented for
child’s admiration was an idealized picture of rural Philippines as appealing and as an
unreal as an Amorsolo (a Philippine landscape artist) painting with its carabao, its smiling
healthy farmer, a winsome barrio lass in a bright patadyong or native skirt, and a sweet
little nipa hut. That was the portrait of the Philippines our education leaves in the minds of
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the young. This harms the country in two ways: “First, it strengthens the belief that the
Philippines is essentially meant to be an agricultural country and that should not be
changed.

This also results in apathy toward industrialization. Second, the idealized

picture of farm life overlooks the poverty, the disease, the cultural vacuum, the sheer
boredom, the superstition and ignorance of “backward farm communites” (Constantino 7).
The proliferation of folktales during this period may also be attributed to the
backward and uncivilized image of the provinces in the textbooks. For the colonized, the
province invoked peace, a homecoming to the places far from colonization. The natural
landscapes such as the mountains, rice fields, forests, rivers and seas, untouched by
modernization, signified their ownership of the native land; hence it was important to
collect and preserve the folktales. For the colonizers, collecting folktales became a trend in
acquiring basic knowledge about Philippine culture but with a different agenda. One
example is the ethnologist Cole from her Philippine Folktales (1916):
In company with my husband, who was engaged in ethnological work for the
Field Museum of Natural History, it was my good fortune to spend four years
among the the wild tribes of the Philippines. During this time, we frequently heard
these stories, either related by their people in their homes and around the camp
fires or chanted by the pagan priests in communication with the spirits. The tales
are now published in this little volume, with the addition of a few folk-legends
that have appeared in the Journal of American Folkore and in scientific
publications, here retold with some additions made by native story-tellers. I have
endeavored to select typical tales from tribes widely separated and varying in
culture from savagery to a rather high degree of development. The stories are
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therefore divided into five groups, as follows: Tinguian, Igorot, the Wild Tribes of
Mindanao, Moro, and Christian (Cole vi).
Like all colonial projects, Cole’s narrative strategy was to demonstrate the
superiority of her culture. The attempt to professionalize collecting folktales as an
ethnologist put Cole in a position to impose her own worldview over her subject. This was
apparent in her categories such as those which were “savagery and high degree of
development;” her labels like “wild,” and the use of the derogatory term Moro instead of
Muslim. This kind of bias and her lack of understanding of her subject’s culture worsened
their oppression and revealed the colonialist agenda as Ashcroft et. al states, “their claim to
objectivity simply serves to hide the imperial discourse within which they are created” (5).
More folktale anthologies followed that were not necessarily for children such as
Tales of the Philippines (1923) by Zoilo Galang, 101 Selected Filipino Proverbs and
Maxims (1937) by Jose Batungbakal, and The Birth of an Aphid and Other Natural Stories
(1937) by Charles Bank. Collecting folktales was not a new endeavor for Rizal has started
this during his times. However, “we owe the significant collections of folk narratives to
American Occupation” (Eugenio xxii). Dean Fansler’s Filipino Popular Tales was a result
of his collaboration with the students of the University of the Philippines from 1908-1914.
His book was regarded as the “most substantial and most scholarly collection of folktales
and legends before the war” (xxiii). Despite the colonial roots of Philippine folktales, it has
become an important source for revisiting pre-colonial and colonial past in contemporary
literature and in children’s literature.
English language was integral in the implementation of American colonial
education. “In the colonial context, bilingualism is necessary. It is a condition for all
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culture, all communication and all progress. But while the colonial bilinguist is saved from
being walled in, he suffers a cultural catastrophe which is never completely overcome”
(Memmi 173). English was the key to the acceptance and attainment of foreign culture and
values. Because of this, the student learned to listen, speak, read and write not for himself
but as an indication of being a good citizen of the colonial set-up (Pefianco 57). America
believed that English can unify the Philippines that was why it was used in the public
school system. “True enough, through English, the flow of cultural influence was
facilitated and an immediate gain for the colonizers was the progressive deterioration of
resistance to American colonial control. English opened the floodgates of colonial values
through the conduit of textbooks originally intended for American children; books and
magazines beamed at an American audience that familiarized Filipinos with the blessings
of economic affluence in a capitalist country; phonograph records that infected young
Filipinos with the same concerns and priorities as American teenagers; and films that
vividly recreated for Filipino audiences life in the U.S., feeding the minds of the young
with bogus images of a just and altruistic government and its wondrously happy and
contented citizens (Lumbera and Lumbera 95).” Therefore, a new elite had emerged in
Philippine society: educated Filipinos fluent primarily in English, Western-oriented, and
alienated from the native heritage.
In literature, the use of vernacular languages was considered a downgrade and for
the masses while English became the medium of high culture (Jurilla 39). This was evident
in the texts produced outside the sphere of colonial education. “Luckily, a break from this
traditional conception of children’s literature as a vehicle for teaching and transmission of
concepts, knowledge, and values occurred with the publication of Severino Reyes’ Mga

Bellen 19
Kuwento ni Lola Basyang (The Stories of Grandmother Basyang) in popular magazine
called Liwayway (Dawn)” (Paterno 12). Liwayway paved the way for the popularization of
vernacular literature. It opened a vast avenue for writing because “with the growth of
publishing, there were many outlets open to writers who would cater to the taste and
interests of a broadening reading audience” (Lumbera and Lumbera 93). The emergence
of future Filipino writers in the vernacular periodical literature was important, because it
showed how the knowledge production for the people in general existed outside the
colonial patronage system. Liwayway was a significant cultural text for generations of
Filipino readers, and because of its continuous public patronage, it should be recognized an
important social document (Samson 59). The magazine’s popularity prompted the
publication of writings from the regions. Lola Basyang became an alternative text for
children during American colonial period as it reminded them of the folktales from the
Philippines and other lands with the fusion of fantasy. Reyes utilized used his imagination
and the Tagalog language for the Filipinos to create their own stories “for the colonized
mind to think of the imagination as instrument that does not estrange us from reality, but
returns us to real more fully, in ways that help us confront and cope, is a liberatory
gesture” (Hooks 55). In the decades that follow, retellings of Lola Basyang in different
forms of media were created and these were even used in contemporary children’s
literature. This was a proof of the stories’ popularity and Lola Basyang’s iconic role in
Philippine literature as the storyteller that the community listens to.
After the American colonization, the Japanese occupation during the World War II
(1942-1945) brought with it yet another kind—more brutal type of colonial system,
affecting children’s literature, and a new language policy for the people. The use of
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English and Spanish language was prohibited within the short years of Japanese
colonization.

Vernacular and popular literature that flourished during the American

colonization such as romantic short stories and novels remained in this period but “nearly
all periodicals were shut down and sequestered… but in June 1942, Liwayway (Dawn) was
allowed to re-open and soon resumed its position as the leading publication nationwide.
“The periodicals of the period published essays, poems, short stories, and novels in serial
form” (Jurilla 40). There was no record of published children’s book in this period other
than from the book Pagsasalin sa Mga Kuwento ni Esopo (Translation of Aesop’s Fables)
(1943) by Julian C. Pineda. Aside from its brevity, Aesop’s fables were also didactic but
can serve as quick reading for people who were vigilant in their safety while lessons
reminded them of the humane values despite the tyrannies they experienced from the
Japanese.
Japanese occupation was known for its brutality. “The Japanese soldiers abused the
people, beating them harshly for no apparent reason. When a guerilla or an underground
unit killed a lone Japanese sentry, the entire were made to pay for the deed. The Japanese
would round up the men of the village in a house which they set on fire, and they would
shoot or bayonet those who tried to escape” (Constantino 122). Accounts on how they
treated children like Ramon Sunico’ Aralin sa Kasaysayan #3 Kung Paano Pumatay ng
Bata (Lessons in History #3, How to Kill a Child), a contemporary poem on Japanese
occupation, recounted how babies were being thrown in the air and bayoneted too (119).
This inhumane killing of children exhibited the Japanese empire’s neglect for Filipino
children and their literature as possible instruments of colonization. The ruthless treatment
of the Japanese to the Filipino children was one of the main reasons why they were hated
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as colonizers. In my previous research on the Filipino children in the 17 th century, despite
the Spanish cruel treatment on Filipinos, Spaniards showed fondness for children because
they saw them as instruments to attract parents in the Christian evangelization and
devotion to Christ (Bellen 23). On the other hand, the Americans used children to expand
their ideology through education. Hence, children were integral in the various strategies of
colonization used by the colonizers.
Institutionalization and Popularization of Philippine Children’s Literature
The 1950s marked the start of the Philippines’ recovery from the Second World
War. This period also signified the exercise of an independent government honed by
American interests. “Against this background of economic, political, and moral turmoil,
the Philippine Republic was born in 1946” (Lumbera and Lumbera 180). Reorganization of
American education continued along with the return to the indigenous language and
culture. Cultural programs like Educational Exchange Program or the Fulbright
Scholarship for the new intellectuals and modes of reading like the New Criticism in
Literature re-emphasized American ideology. New ideas mixed with “Euro-Hispanic
tradition had been subsumed into a truly indigenous tradition as a result of the struggle
against the US colonialism, which deepens the roots of Filipino writers in the works of
Balagtas, the Propaganda Movement, and the Revolution9” (181). Even the “the book
trade still relied heavily on imported titles…and textbooks from American publishers”
(Jurilla 41). “During the 1950s, as spurred by the growing national awareness, a demand
arose for more schoolbooks authored by Filipinos” (42). The re-emergence of Filipino
literature in anthologies was important because these were symptomatic of a nation that
was being reconstructed in the rubbles of war. Along with reconstruction came the
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exposition of stories that were hidden for so long. Folklore anthologies, stories about
Philippine landscapes and Filipino heritage became a trend in Philippine children’s
literature. These are exemplified by the following: “Iisang Daigdig, Daigdig ng Himala or
One World, World of Children’s literature (1949) by Juan C. Laya, contained stories
adapted mostly from awit and korido10, Tales of Long Ago in the Philippines (1953) by
Maximo Ramos, Philippine Tales and Fables (1957) by Manuel and Lyd Arguilla, and
Tales from the Mountain Province (1958) by I.V. Mallari were all retellings of Filipino
folktales” (Paterno 12). According to Kroeber, “the retelling reanimates our horrified
fascination in its dynamic interplay of fortuitousness and inevitability- an interplay
characteristics of all significant experiences. However often a story is retold, each narrating
event is a social construct, involving some identifiable person, some specific occasion,
some specific purpose (59).” In the aforementioned books, indigenous stories from
different cultures in the Philippines were now written by Filipino writers. This change
began the conscious advocacy to rebuild the nation that also entailed the promotion of proFilipino ideas. This consciousness influenced children’s literature in the 60s and 70s as the
new set of intellectuals blurred the lines between the elite and the masses. The dichotomy
was somewhat seen in children’s literature especially in the fields of education and culture
where most intellectuals support nationalist advocacies. There was a role reversal among
Filipinos in terms of their changing perspective on the concept of motherland and
nationalism that “such confusing reversal of roles could only create hesitancy in affirming
hard-and-fast position regarding what Recto would call the Filipino’s “lingering colonial
complex” (Lumbera and Lumbera 187). The temper of the times played an important role
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in this complex. Remnants of war were still fresh in the minds of Filipinos and the need to
reconstruct the nation was very apparent.
An example of the materialization of the crusade for nationalism was the
implementation of Filipino First Policy of President Carlos P. Garcia in the 60s.11 It
aimed to give economic priorities to the Filipinos; however it was met with protests from
foreign businessmen like the Chinese and the Americans. This program was important as
an outright push for Filipino nationalism but it also showed Garcia’s “vulnerability to the
pressures of internal and external forces that sought to retain the dependent pattern of
Philippine National life” (Constantino 302).
Economic and cultural vulnerability also resulted to organized protest by nationalist
movement lead by students from the University of the Philippines. Realism in literature
was influenced by these scenarios. Tagalog language became the language of nationalist
writing in campus publications. This period “marks the beginning of a conscious effort to
create and produce a distinct body of literature for Filipino children” (Paterno 12).
This period also revealed the importance of the Filipino children because it was the
university students who initiated the nationalist movement. It can be inferred that there was
a high regard for children during this time because they are recognized for their role in
promoting their own rights. Moreover, this period also marked new ways in promoting
children’s literature such as Pamana. “Ceres Alabado, together with some civic group
leaders formed Pamana (Heritage) which encouraged the writing of books for children
with a yearly contest. The group also finances the publication of winning entries” (Paterno
12). The contest resulted in the publication of stories such as Makisig, Boy Hero of
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Mactan (1964) by Gemma Cruz and Horgle and the King’s Soup (1965) by Gilda CorderoFernando” (Diaz De Rivera 7). Alabado also organized a network of educators and
librarians through the formation of Children’s Literature Association of the Philippines
(CLAPI) in 1966. “The organization since then remained active in promotion and
propagation of Philippine children’s literature with its various conference-workshops in the
regions and with the launching of Project Binhi (Seed), the establishment of children’s
section in the library” (14). Alabado’s initiatives were important in the promotion of
contemporary children’s literature. He believed that “every Filipino child should have
access to books about his own culture written for him by his own countrymen” (13). As a
writer, Alabado thought that “it is important to know and to remember why you are writing
and for whom you are writing. You are writing for the Filipino child and your mother
country” (Alabado 10).
Alabado’s Kangkong 1896 is an important, classic novel in Philippine children’s
literature. Set in 1894, the story tackles the life of Plorante Acabo, a fifteen year old boy
who became an errand boy for the Katipunan and witnessed the heroism of the Filipino
revolutionaries. More than a witness of the revolution, Plorante understood the need for
equality as well as his role as a child in fighting for his motherland. Alabado’s writing is a
way to revisit children’s role in history, a fact that had long been lost and neglected.
The fight for nationalism was aggressive in the 70s because it was a period when
the effects of colonization and neocolonization became very evident. The social and
political issues of Marcos dictatorship led to hundreds of human rights violations,
corruption, political repression, and massive authoritative rule. Along with restrictions on
freedom of speech and communication, the Marcos dictatorship somehow took its toll in
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children’s literature. Laws and regulations on publishing were made more restrictive when
Martial Law was in effect in 1972 until 1981 “that effectively limit the rights of citizens to
express dissatisfaction over the present dispensation, and impose severe penalties for
violations of the said decrees” (Torres-Yu 320). For instance, according to Alabado about
one of her children’s books:
My book, I See Red in a Circle (1973), about a young girl involved in students’ and
workers’rallies and marches in 1970, was launched a few months before the
imposition of Martial Law in Sept. 1972. No publisher would touch my manuscript,
so I decided to have it printed myself. The printer not wanting to put out the
Tagalog or Pilipino version, printed only a few copies in English upon my instance
that I would answer for any threat or inconvenience to the printing plant. The book
was subsequently banned for the twenty years duration of martial rule (175).
Children’s stories depicted the social and political landscape and the effects of
Martial Law. It was also ironic that Martial Law “helped” in the creation of

Children’s

Communication Center12 which eventually became Adarna Publishing, an acclaimed and
prolific publisher of children’s books.
In the theater realm, the founding of Teatro Mulat (Theater of the Awakened) by
Amelia Lapeña-Bonifacio—now a professor emeritus from the University of the
Philippines—was also a milestone for children’s literature during the period. Teatro Mulat
was a children’s puppet theater troupe where the plays were influenced by Asian theater
techniques and Asian folktales. Asian perspectives that recognize women’s rights and
colonial history were showcased in the plays. An example is the popular play Abadeja:
Ang Ating Sinderela (Abadeja: Our Cinderella) inspired by a Visayan Cinderella folktale.
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The story showed Sinderela’s friendship with the prince which began when she gave him
water to drink during one of his travels. From that moment on, they constantly met in the
forest. Instead of a damsel in distress, Sinderela was aware of her rights and the idea of
romantic love based on beautiful friendship. The decade ended with the publication of Pop
Stories for Groovy Kids written by National Artist for Literature Nick Joaquin as a
celebration of the International Year of the Child. Pop Stories is an anthology of stories
and retellings, among which is another Philippine Cinderella story named Elang Uling
(Charcoal Ela). The search for equivalent stories of Western children’s literature classics
started a new area of research for Philippine children’s literature and the assertion of the
indigenous culture towards the decentering of the Western dominant culture.
During the 1980s, Children’s Literature as marginalized literature continued to
penetrate the center when the University of the Philippines Creative Writing Center held
special workshops on children’s literature in 1983 and 1989. At present, children’s
literature is now part of the regular workshops of the creative writing centers in the
Philippines. One of the results is the creation of Kuwentista ng mga Tsikiting or KUTING
(Writers for Children), an established group of writers who advocates the rights of writers
for children. The launching of the Philippine Board on Books for Young People (PBBY), a
local network of the International Book on Boards for Young People (IBBY) in 1983
strenghtened Philippine children’s literature. PBBY’s most important legacy is its annual
short story writing competition named Alfrredo Navarro Salanga Writers Prize and its
adjunct contest on illustration for children, the Larry Alcala Prize.13 They also manage the
annual celebration of National Children’s Book Day in July through their conferences.
PBBY in turn sets the standards and aesthetics in children’s book production because most
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of their board members are also publishers. 1983 also marked the birth of television for
children when the Tagalog version of Sesame Street called Calle Sesame was aired. But
after a year, “this was replaced by a show called Batibot with similar objectives and
formatting, but with a more definite Filipino identity” (Paterno 17).
Children’s literature continued its progress when another historical turning point
happened. After decades of martial rule, President Marcos was ousted by the people’s
revolution in 1986.
People Power…unfolding over a period of four days from Feb. 22-25, 1986, at
least million citizens from all walks of life formed a human shield around the
camps, an unpreceded display of the unarmed and the unnamed facing down the
armed and dangerous. Beggar, priest, nun, matron, businessman, student, market
vendor stood in the path of pro-Marcos tanks and assault troops, offering them
flowers and food, and exorcising the helicopter gunship overhead with their
rosaries, crucifixes, and cheers (Francia 260).
There is no record as to how this social change affected the children’s literature at
that time. Batibot continued in television and before the end of the decade, children’s
literature both in English and Filipino became a category in Don Carlos Palanca Memorial
Award, the most prestigious literary award in the Philippines. The 1990s saw the
beginnings of another important group called Ilustrador ng Kabataan or INK (Illustrators
for Children) which resulted from a workshop on book design and illustration by Reinhard
Michl, a German illustrator.
The return of democratic rights during Corazon Aquino’s presidency had a great
impact in the freedom of expression and in literature as a whole. “Aquino did mediate a
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peaceful transition to a post-Marcos era…free speech, an often licentious press, courts
liberated from the yoke of executive interference, all were hallmarks of the democratic
processes she had revived, along with the centrality of the ballot box” (Francia 276).
Today, the increase in the number of publishers indicates the continuous progress
of Philippine children’s literature.14 It is evident in the steady publication of picture books
which is now the staple form of Philippine children’s literature that was initiated by
Adarna. Other publishers tried new genres and forms such as poetry books, comics and
young adult novels. However due to their view on consumer behavior, only a few titles are
being published in the said genre. Consumers are used to picture book formats; that is why
it is the safest form of texts for the publishers.
The establishment of National Children’s Book Award in 2010 is another
motivation for the active production of children’s books (Evasco 128). However, the
award does not cover other forms of children’s productions such as plays, theater, dance,
TV program and film—forms that are still considered in line with the awards for adults.
This system signifies the lack of appreciation in the wide area of children’s literature
production despite its five decade existence as a unique genre.
At present, children’s literature production continues without a clear course on its
contribution to the project of nationhood in relation to the changing issues, policies and
systems of colonization. This may seem idealistic because this scenario is only possible for
developed nations where parents and government are partners in providing for the basic
needs and rights of their children like education and medical services.
In the Philippines, children’s literature exists amidst difficulties resulting from
colonization like weak economy, colonial mentality and displacement in many levels like
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in language, gender and children’s literature. Hence, Alabado’s vision of a children’s
literature for the Filipino child is not that simple. Globalization, transnationalization,
diaspora among others needs to be considered in defining the Filipino child and their
literature. It is still important, nevertheless, “the future of Philippine children’s literature is
bright and promising” (Paterno 1994, Refran 2003, Diaz De Rivera 2004). On the one
hand, this statement maybe viewed as lip service because of children’s literature’s slow
progress and uncertainty but still holds the vision of a nation and its people. “Nation and
childhood are intimately connected through children’s literature.…the manner in which
children and childhood are represented in a dedicated literature will affect a nation’s selfunderstanding; conversely, the way a nation wishes to see itself will have a bearing on the
possible ways in which children and childhood can be represented” (Kellen and Sundmark
4).
The strong relationship between nation and childhood in Philippine children’s
literature is the result of colonization.

I have shown earlier how history illustrates

children’s integral role in the various ways of colonization. This is because children are
weak and voiceless in society hence they can be immediately oppressed and used for
colonization. They are the first to accept the influences of the colonizers because the latter
believe “the Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe’s greatest
and richest and oldest colonies, the source of civilizations and languages, its cultural
contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other” (Said 20).
As an extension of power, the Orient is a conquered territory of influence by the
colonizers. The Orient is shaped according to their likeness but will never be like them.
Indoctrination is easiest among colonized children as evident in the moralistic and didactic
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children’s literature of the Spanish period. However, colonial language was not taught to
the children because the colonizers see them as Indios.15 Indoctrination through education
was used by the Americans and still continues today. American culture and language
abound in the textbooks which effectively propagate colonization. This is a contradiction
to Said’s view on Orientalism wherein “American understanding of the Orient will seem
considerably dense” (20) because Americanization is still deeply embedded in the
consciousness of every Filipino.
The Japanese is the only colonizer with a different view on children. They also
used education “as a vehicle for long-range objectives of their colonization program”… but
“the Japanese were not subtle in their approach as the Americans had been, not only
because the administrators of the occupied country were military men and not from
authoritarian society, but also the wartime conditions forced them to try to produce results
as quickly as possible” (Constantino 67). In their desire for abrupt change, the Japanese
did not appreciate the Filipino value of kapwa tao16 or fellow men, unlike the American
Thomasites.17 The Japanese were forcing the implementation of their vision of Greater
East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere18 which led to a forced education for the Filipino children.
The Asian values on children are also a factor why the Japanese saw them as a
threat in the context of colonization. In my study Ang Konsepto ng Bata sa Dantaong
Labinglima Hanggang Labimpito sa Pilipinas (The Concept of the Child Fifteenth to
Seventeenth Century), I have learned from the Blair and Robertson accounts on The
Philippine Island 1493-1898, that there is a high recognition on children during the precolonial history. The child’s ability to participate and be recognized by the community is
pride to the parents. Since surnames are not used then, it is the eldest child who gives
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identity to the parent (qtd. from Blair and Robertson 20). Hence it is symptomatic that
children are first oppressed not because they do not have a voice, but because when they
are silenced, it becomes easier in making their parents obey Christian teachings and
American education. Therefore, children are colonized because their voice is important in
society. Evasco’s study tackles the different Asian values on the child like the Chinese
proverb, “The sparrow may be small, but its organs are complete” or “the child may be
small but it is complete” (qtd from Gupta 111). Evasco mentioned a lot of examples and he
concluded that Asians has high regard to the children. Therefore, the Japanese’s violent
killings of Filipino babies is in the context of their view on the child as a complete person
like that of an adult, or maybe because children are most treasured in an Asian context.
This is far from Locke’s philosophy on children during the seventeenth century “he called
them tabula rasa or blank slate waiting to be written and thus instructed” (Russell 7). Like
Locke, Puritanism has a similar idea on children, “who believed that every one was
responsible for his or her own salvation and that success in life was a sign of God’s favor”
(7). Rousseau in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century continued this thought as he
encouraged a didactic and moralistic kind of children’s literature to teach children “to be
good and proper beings” (9). This philosophy became the framework for the Western
colonizers as reflected in the way they treated children as subjects in their colonies which
later brought about the children’s literature of their period. This proves that children are
effective as a strategy in the colonization project because of their unique voice. Hence,
Kellen and Sundmark’s view on the connection of childhood and nation is indeed “an
important task is to shed light on how children’s literatures have constructed and
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represented historically different national experiences” (4). This view is evident in
Philippine children’s literature because of its specific postcolonial experience.
Colonization affected the material conditions of the Filipinos. Even during
independence, “there is a second moment of US imperialism in the Philippines, namely the
moment of its nationalization under the US-Marcos dictatorship” (Tadiar 237). In 1972, to
strengthen the economy and to organize the implementation of Martial Law, Marcos
divided the country into regions according to his Integration Reorganization Plan. Manila,
the economic and political center was called National Capital Region or NCR. Regions
outside of Metro Manila was called provinces with their own centers most of which are
patterned from poblacion-barrio-sitio system or plaza complex19 inherited from the
Spanish period.
In this context, the study investigates the dichotomy of the city and country
reflected in the production of Philippine children’s literature. It is in Manila where most
children’s literature production and distribution takes place. The capital also has the
monopoly on the production of knowledge even in other regions through workshops, “the
former acting in the desire for and identification with latter as the highest instance of
progresss on earth” (237). Hence, most children’s literature produced are Manila-centric.
In order to understand the effects of Manila’s hegemony, the study discusses the
context of Bicol children’s literature as a specific regional literature. Its focus is the
historic voice of the bukid or mountain/ volcano in the production of Bicol children’s
literature. Specifically, it tackles the types of dialogues that interacts and interrogates the
hegemonic power of the Westernized Philippine children’s literature. It is hoped that this
study frames the position of children’s literature in the context of postcolonial experience
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in traversing the spaces of the city and the country. The research is an attempt to propose a
new perspective in children’s literature criticism in light of the bukid or mountain/volcano
in the imagination and mode of production of the Philippine children’s literature.
Literature Review
Criticism on Philippine children’s literature is still few and yet to be established;
however, there are two important studies that articulate the problems in the future of
Philippine children’s literature.
First is Dela Cruz’s Rolando Dela Cruz‘s Kailangang Magsimulang Muli ang mga
Akdang Pambata sa Suliranin ng Pagkabansa, Ang Pulitika ng Literaturang Pambata
(Children’s Literature Needs Ideologocal Reframing, The Politics of Literature for
Children). This article emphasizes the need to theorize Philippine children’s literature in
order to give directions in its production and contribution to the problems of the country.
“There is a necessity to theorize, to set children’s literature ideologies in the production
and to return to the essence of nationhood. Aspirations of unity and vision to progress are
not enough. Children’s literature should help in addressing the nation’s problems in this
point in history” (Dela Cruz 11). Theorizing serves as an instrument to free the genre from
the Western domination because he believes that children’s literature helped in oppressing
the Filipino during Spanish and American occupation (8) hence it needs to be emancipated
through contemporary children’s literature. Dela Cruz wrote the article in 1993, a time
when Philippine children’s literature is expanding and has its position institutionalized in
literature, media and education. Because of its potential to shape the next generation, the
article hopes to give direction to children’s literature. Dela Cruz posits “the need for
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children’s literature to enrich the youth’s imagination, and this imagination should be
cultivated as the Filipino imagination (12).”
Dela Cruz ideological position is important in the study as it attempts to formulate
a theory founded on the nation’s history and with consideration to contemporary issues in
lieu of colonization and globalization.
Second, Rolando Tolentino’s Ang Pinag-aagawang Bata sa Panitikang Pambata:
Folklore, Media at Diskurso ng Bata (The Disputed Child in Children’s Literature:
Folklore, Media and the Discourse of Child) in 2010. The paper is an updated and more
specific criticism on the production of Philippine children’s literature, from the premise
that criticism prevails in Philippine children’s literature as a result of middle class position
because children are viewed as the target market of consumerist products and services.
“Consumerist culture in the production of children’s literature encourages the middle class
standards of living and childhood experience despite the fact that material conditions are
not favorable to hone a clear type of childhood” (Tolentino 50). Tolentino’s argument
comes from the prevailing production of children’s literature from the center and the
middle class sensibility that is open to a consumerist-capitalist system. This explains why
children’s literature is subsumed under the prevailing idealization of the state. He strong
believes that Philippine children’s literature is very “wholesome” not only because it leans
towards values formation guided by the state’s own values system (57) but because it is
limited by business and government with the agenda of a childhood for their hegemonic
interests (61).

According to his research, the reality of the difficulties of Filipino

childhood does not reflect in their literature. This is in contrary to the expected role of the
children’s literature as a medium for the betterment of their conditions. Tolentino therefore

Bellen 35
advocates the continued use of folklore and children’s rhymes, and fairy tales because their
subversive elements maybe used to a critical ways of writing for children that may express
counter hegemonies. For him, “human rights should always be considered in any
discussion on children and childhood alongside their condition amidst war, calamities,
women’s discrimination, racism, torture, cruel punishment; social, economic, civil,
political and cultural rights (62).”
Dela Cruz’s and Tolentino’s papers pose a sharp criticism and challenge to
Philippine children’s literature especially to the writers. These essays are also important in
contextualizing my study in terms of the colonization and capitalism as factors in the
production of Children’s literature.
Writing the history of children’s literature in the postcolonial nations is important
because it serves as an assertion of their history and the history of literature dominated by
the West. The once-silenced voice must resurface in history, and assert the strangeness and
otherness that the West has refused to acknowledge. One is a pioneering study of Mary
Ann Farquhar entitled Children’s Literature in China From Lu Xun to Mao Zedong where
she surveys children’s literature in China. Farquhar divided the history in the periods that
is influenced by Lu Xun and Mao Zedong. Both of these revolutionaries acknowledged
children in their works. There are three major schools of children’s literature in China:
May Fourth, Revolutionary and Traditional. With its emphasis on imagination and folk and
fairytales, the exploration of the world of children, and the necessity to educate and liberate
children for an unknown future, May Fourth Literature was submerged during the war but
resurfaced in the fifties. But traditional books were still preferred in the countryside where
most Chinese lived. “Revolutionary children’s literature possessed a clearly articulated
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political purpose. It made great inroads into the minds of Chinese children but these minds
were still held hostage to two millennia of Confucian tradition” (Farquhar 187).

Farquhar

concludes that children’s literature is a serious subject in modern Chinese history.
“Children’s literature in China is overtly political and offers valuable insight into
contemporary China” (2). These texts prove the important connection between history and
the production of children’s literature which considers the future of Chinese children.
Another is the anthology Critical Perspectives on Postcolonial African Children’s
and Young Adult Literature which provides us with a model of literary history from the
margins. Children’s literature in Africa started with the influx of European books for
children but after independence, African authors became conscious in providing their
children their own books to read. “Enid Blyton-style adventure and mystery stories
circulated, although they can be criticized as poor imitations of colonial models because of
their predictable plots, lack of in-depth character development, and stilted language”
(Khorana 5). One major problem with children’s authors in Africa is the task of a unifying
language. “These writers had to resort to using English and Kiswahili. However, these
choices affected the comprehension skills of the rural children who could not feel their
home environment in what they are reading in school” (Odaga 17). This spurred the
authors to improve the production of African children’s literature. One’s mother tongue is
most significant in insisting children’s rootedness in their culture. Odaga mentions that
majority of Kenyan children find “imported books to be irrelevant because the content,
setting, and cultural values are from a totally different background” (23). These children
prefer locally produced books because such titles depict experiences and characters with
whom they can identify. Kibandi writes that “it is crucial to provide children with books
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which reflect their surroundings and culture during the formative years because alienation
at this stage leaves no room for accepting one’s culture” (24).
These experiences are similar to the history of Philippine children’s literature as it
pertains to the use of English and the incorporation of Western culture. Most important
among these is the awareness in the development of the children’s literature in order to
oppose the neocoloniality. Marginalization motivated the said countries. China and Africa
to document their own histories of children’s literature in the postcolonial context because,
as the leading force in the international scheme of children’s literature, a recent trend in the
West is the labeling of this “Other” children’s literature as “Multicultural Children’s
Literature,” “Global Children’s Literature” and “International Children’s Literature.” An
example would be seen in Global Perspective in Children’s Literature, wherein these
terms were defined by Tomlinson, as quoted by Freeman and Lehman as “the body of
books originally published for children in places other than the United States in a language
of that country and later published in America, or a book published in the US from a
foreign migrant. “Transcultural Children’s Literature” is another term used by Pratt and
Beaty to define “children’s books which portray peoples, cultures, and geographic regions
of the world existing outside the reader’s own country” (Freeman and Lehman 10).
“Exposure to International Children’s Literature can support all aspects of children’s
development” (13). That is why the main purpose of the book is not just to simply
recognize the importance of these “Other” children’s literature in the US but also to set
certain standards of universality, if not, to exhibit informative otherness that may be
included in the curriculum. However, Western standards still prevail even in their attempts
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to recognize marginalized children’s literature from other nations because they still choose
these literatures according to their political and economic positions.
An important text that engages with marginalization in the context of
postcolonialism is The Empire Writes Back by Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin.

As a

colonized country, the Philippines is considered post-colonial. Post-colonial covers all the
culture affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day
and the continuity of preoccupations throughout the historical process initiated by
European imperial aggression. The Philippines’ post-colonial experience is reflected in her
literature, even her children’s literature. “What each of these literatures has in common
beyond their special and distinctive regional characteristics is that they emerged in their
present form out of the experience of colonization and asserted themselves by
foregrounding the tension with the imperial power, and by emphasizing their differences
from the assumptions of the imperial centre. It is this which makes them distinctively postcolonial” (2). Literature contains themes on marginalization, displacement at place and
space that brings divisions on children’s literatures, gender and geography. According to
The Other Question, the ideological construction “otherness” in the “fixity as sign of
cultural/historical/racial difference in the discourse of colonialism, is a paradoxical mode
of representation: it connotes rigidity and an unchanging order as well as disorder,
degeneracy, and daemonic repetition” (Bhabha 37). In the study, Western domination
prevails in children’s literature despite the recognition of “other” children’s literature
because they still have the power to define these literatures, which in turn resulted into new
power hierarchies. “It is this ambivalence that is integral to the stereotypical structure of
colonial discourse and ensures the stereotype's repeatability in changing historical and
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discursive conjunctures; informs its strategies of individuation and marginalisation;
produces that effect of probabilistic truth and predictability which, for the stereotype, must
always be in excess of what can be empirically proved or logically construed (37).”
The focus on the marginalized serves as an assertion to the Western hegemony of
“othering.” The bukid or mountain as a specific landscape is a witness to history of the
land and reflects its material condition to clarify the subversion against the prevailing
imagination of contemporary children’s literature. Watkins, in Space, History and Culture
the Setting of Children’s Literature, the different histories which have emerged in literary
studies. He quotes from several studies, such as David Cannadine’s What is History Now?,
which posits “various discourses of historiography that developed during the 1980’s and
1990’s; one of the most important was the rise of women’s history and gender history”
(Watkins 51). The rise of newer forms of literary historicism is connected in part with
social change and the effort to recover histories. These social aims are linked with the
recuperation of forgotten texts that have never been considered worthy of academic study.
Such changes have, of course benefited the academic study of children’s literature.
Watkins also cites the study of Barker, “who proposes radical alternative histories such as
women’s history, oral history and postcolonial rewriting of Eurocentric and other
imperialist viewpoints, together with the more general blurring of disciplinary boundaries
between historiography, sociology, anthropology and cultural studies” (54). Watkins also
mentions Mitchell who claims that meanings are naturalized in landscape, and only
through concerted contestation are those sedimented meanings pried open. “By examining
the various metaphors which govern our understanding of landscape and linking them to
important axes of cultural differentiation such as gender, we can explore how landscape
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functions both as source of meaning and as a form of social regulation. The production of
cultural spaces, incuding landscape, is always the production of what Doreen Massey has
identified as power geometries: the shape and structure of the space in which our lives are
given meaning” (68).
Studying the historic voice of bukid in contemporary Philippine children’s
literature is an application of Watkin’s point of view as well as Voices of Silence in Bikol
Literature and Culture in 2009, by Conde which is an important text on Bicol literary
studies. Its important contribution is the discussion on the Agta’s20 of Mt. Asog in Iriga. In
his study of college texts used in the universities, he found out that most of these are
Western and Manila texts. Bicol literature rarely existed. Appropriating the discourse
theory of Michel Foucault, Conde unveils the door towards a possible analysis of reasons
for this blindness of teachers. “The belief in the superiority of men over women, urban
centers over rural areas, and written texts over oral expressions deeply exists in culture of
these teachers, implanted by different forces in the society—the academe, family, and the
media, among others” (Conde 2). The study also analyzes the usipon (stories) as an oral
narrative in his field research on the Agta or the cultural minorities residing in Mt. Asog.
“The study argues that the usipon (stories) empowers the oral traditions and culture of rural
Bikolano masses and provides an alternative to the cultural domination of western literary
canon, westernized Filipino and Bikolano authors, and written forms of literature from the
Philippine academe” (5). Conde’s pioneering ethnographic study is significant in collecting
oral literature that will enrich Bicol literature.
Bicol literature has been established but a literature review of Bicol Children’s
Literature is yet to be written. In Bikol Literary History by Realubit, she only
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acknowledges folk literature and theater plays which children and young adults might have
enjoyed. During an interview with Prof. Realubit on July 22, 2011, she claimed that
children’s literature consciousness in Bicol still needs to be identified. She qualified
though that there is an extensive literature for children in the contemporary setting because
of literary institutions like the Premio Tomas Arejola,21 which has included children’s
fiction in its competition category and even held workshops in writing for children in the
vernacular language.
Writing children’s literature from the regions like Bicol is needed to empower the
literature of the people. “We may also never achieve a fuller understanding of the
Philippines and the Filipinos if we fail to study the history of our towns and our provinces.
It is this history that we call local history” (Foronda 6). I have chosen this region because
of my familiarity with the language and culture, and apparently will contribute in their
children’s literature production. Today, other regions have started to have their own
children’s literature projects like the Visayas, but Bicol was among the major regions that
is most aggressive. While I am involved in the literary production in the center it is also
difficult to veer away from my roots, the periphery which is Bicol. I come from both
places, but I now live and was educated in the center. However, writing proves that
despite the changes in her environment, there are things that a writer always returns and go
home to. This is how women are depicted in Moraga and Anzaldua’s The Bridge Called
My Back. In the anthology the writers discussed the politicalization of women “in whose
hands was wrought identify as Third World women and/or women of color” (Moraga and
Anzaldua xxiv). Although according to Moraga “what is my responsibility to my roots –
both white and brown, Spanish-speaking and English? I am a woman with a foot in both
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worlds; and I refuse the split. I feel the necessity for dialogue. Sometimes I feel it
urgently” (Moraga 34). They use different types of literary expression to empower their
silenced voices. Janet Zandy’s Calling Home also utilized storytelling by women. This text
focused on women’s discrimination in relation to their working class. The different
narratives revolve around the home as a metaphor where oppressive labor conditions for
women prevail. “Writing is also a way of locating oneself, a way of finding a home in an
inhospitable universe” (Zandy 1). Writing, exploring their own space and knowing their
mileu is a way for working class women to come home to their identity. “Literature is a
powerful resource for understanding class difference. The women writers in this anthology
represent the diversity of working-class experience, its contradictions and commonalities”
(5). The narratives also situate the interrelationship between class and culture where “oral
history as political activity and as literary expression is an important element of this
writing” (11). It is in a woman’s personal space where their unified experience is found.
“For working class women, writing or telling one’s story, breaking the silence, the privacy
of home and kin, is an individual act of courage and a means of collectively resisting
oppression” (6). “It is about struggle and possibility and the diversity and contradictions of
working-class life.
themselves” (7).

Mostly, it is an occasion for working-class women to represent

A woman’s representation in her narratives indicates her emancipation

from her oppression. Change is not easy but according to Moraga, “in this state of war we
live in, this world on fire provides us with no other choice” (iv).
It is also my duty to trace the path of freedom for my voice so that I can situate my
own ideology in writing and evaluating the production of children’s literature in my
homeland as a writer. There is no direct discrimination on women writers in Philippine

Bellen 43
children’s literature because the genre itself expects her to have the voice of a “mother” or
a nurturer which may also be the reason for the limitation of her voice, as she is tasked to
perform her “domestic roles”. “Sexism is institutionalized in many ways and that women
in the Philippines have been second-class citizens (Schirmer and Shalom 135).” Her low
status as a woman may also be connected on how literature perceived children’s literature
as a marginalized entity. In fact, “the value of children’s literature as a field is still deemed
to be negligible when compared to other fields of literature” (Zipes 73). To weave the
creative process of my poetics as a of woman with the challenge to address the academic
requirements of exposition is not an easy task in order for me to be able to illustrate the
two worlds that I am traversing in my discipline in children’s literature, that is creative
writing and academic research. Moreover, it is also challenging to signify the two spaces
that I’m traversing, the city and the country so that I can go back to the historic voice of the
bukid or mountain in Philippine children’s literature.
Conceptual Framework
In my study, the landscapes I mention are “defined as a way of seeing that carries
with it its own history, but a history that can be understood only as part of a wider history
of economy and society; that produces its own assumptions and consequences, whose
origins and implications extend well beyond the use and perception of land; and that hones
its own techniques of expression, techniques which it shares with other areas of cultural
practice” (Cosgrove 1). As the city, country, and bukid or mountain’s landscape will be
utilized in this study, cultural traditions, and socio-economic structures which underpin the
construction of such a milieu will be most significantly involved as modes of literary
productions because “we cannot begin to understand a place until we first acquire an
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understanding of the history of that place” (Carroll 4). As Simon Schama asserts according
to Carroll, “landscapes are built up as much from strata of memory as from the layers of
rock.” Memories of the past are left in the landscapes because landmarks serve as
witnesses and markers of history. Also these landscape shape man’s consciousness. Hence,
these landscapes become a repository of history, myths and stories that bridges the present
in the imagination of a post-colonial writer.
The study is focused on the specific landscape of the bukid. In the Tagalog region,
bukid refers “ a parcel of land used for faming rice, vegetables and other plants”22 Lumbera
on the other hand uses the term “bayan or city” and the bukid or countryside discourse. 23
In the Bicol region, bukid refers to Mt. Mayon as a mountain and volcano. Although
reference to Mt. Mayon as a bukid was not mentioned in any Bicol dictionary and literary
texts, this term has been a part of the Bicol oral history. I assert that this term is alive
because it is always used by the Bicolanos in their daily lives and “oral historical sources
are narrative sources…from non-hegemonic classes are linked to the tradition of folk
narrative” (Portelli 33). Aside from mountains and volcanoes, bukid also refers to
farmlands owing to its rich soil. Therefore, the bukid is the topos to embody the physical
and metaphorical mountain where the imagination for children’s literature springs from, as
the mountain represents our nation’s history. In Philippine history, the center has no
absolute power over the mountain. It is in the mountains or bukid where the cultural
communities found refuge when they were driven away from the center by the colonizers.
It is also the harbor for the remontados or the rebels against Spain, the revolutionaries
during the 1896 revolution, the Hukbalahap guerillas against the Japanese during World
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War II and at present, it is the home of the New People’s Army, the armed group of the
Communist Party of the Philippines rebelling against the Philippine and US governments.
Mojares highlights the mountains in his Waiting for Mariang Makiling—the
goddess of Mt. Makiling—he says, “in recounting the Makiling story, Rizal was not
merely narrating a “local” legend from his home province of Laguna, he must have been
aware that it was a story that resonated for a wider territory and population, the “nation” he
was the engaged in imagining into being” (Mojares 8). My view and use of the bukid
encompasses the mountains in the consciousness and imagination of the writer and his text
in Philippine children’s literature.
The study is inspired by Gloria Anzaldua’s book about her poetics in a historical
context which features the landscape between territories.

She illustrates how these

landscapes become markers of her and her fellowmen’s experiences and serves as bridge
of her being and writing.

In Borderlands La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldua discusses the

history of Spain and America’s colonization to Mexico, to which the latter took a large part
of their territory by force. A successful defeat was punctuated by a border. “The USMexican border es una herida abierta where the Third World grates against the first and
bleeds. And before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging
to form a third country – a border culture” (3). It creates new cultures and languages
culminating in a new identity, the new mestiza. “The new mestiza narrated the heartwrenching fate experienced by her country from the point of view of someone from that
periphery. Now residing in the coveted center, she is revisiting the various issues brought
by colonization. In her declared position, she had sought new images of identity, new
beliefs about themselves and their humanity and worth that is no longer in question” (87).
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Both Mexico and the Philippines shared a lot of similarities in their experience of being
colonized by Spain and America. America was more blatant in Mexico when she
conquered her lands. She did not promise the Mexicans benevolent assimilation, a policy
she adapted when she bought the Philippines from Spain.
As once-colonized subjects crafting life in our children’s fictions, Anzaldua and I
share a lot of similar experience in cultural, religious and personal issues in the context of
colonization. Among these are ideologies on imbibing our own language and seeing art as
integral part of our living. Her narrative as a woman making history contradicts the
traditional and master historical narratives. She proves that the personal is also political.
In the Philippines, the mestiza is both an issue of race and class. Mestizaje in
Philippine context is different from what Anzaldua pertains to as the representation of a
new generation of Mexicans who had crossed the border. While they emphasize the bonds
they created by a common Hispanic culture, they also articulate their differences from each
other and Spain (Zialcita 233). A definition of mestizaje in the Philippines is indicative of
a fusion of race of a local and foreign blood and an attitude of acceptance when needed but
resistant as well. “Filipinos would look down on their heritage as bastardized, mongrel,
derivative, or imitative” (232). The indios (native) being intimidated, first by the fair white
skin of the mestizos/mestizas and by the specific class they belonged to. Hence, the new
mestiza falls short of the Philippine context of the complications of the concept as a result
of colonization and a narrow perspective.

Likewise, the various complexities that made

up her affiliation to all the spaces in which her writing was honed. This writing contains
the confluence of history, culture, and language of these spaces, and signifies the formation
of the dialogical relationships that I aspire to integrate. In my assessment, “culture
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transcends hybridity of identity because as the realm of culture is symbolic; it is made up
of codes invented by human beings” (219).
Furthermore, the binary of the inside/within and outside/without also illuminates
from Anzaldua’s narrative. Leaving home and going to the border does not mean she
succumbs to the center. On the contrary, as she looks back, she sees a new generation that
exceeds the limitations set by the border. Through their experiences a fusion of cultures
and languages created their own identity that she called new mestiza. In her own project,
Anzaldua’s articulation of the border pertains to the middle. “A border is a dividing line, a
narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created
by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in constant state of transition.”
(3).
In my case of leaving Manila, returning to Bicol and now returning to Manila, I, as
the subject of these locales, am also in the middle but not necessarily a center: but inbetween Manila and Bicol. For the purpose of my project, notions imposed by the center
(Manila) to the periphery (Bicol) may be investigated in this discourse. How this binary
creates different layers of identities emanating from a female writer’s consciousness rooted
from her own experiences, her hometown, culture, space, knowledge, social status and
ideology as a writer for children. Anzaldua’s method of narration, the fusion of creative
and academic writing, will also serve as a possible pattern in weaving the narrative and
arguments of my thesis.
In the context of the discourse of the center and periphery, the city, the country and
the mountain are venues of interrogation of different historical, economic and cultural
relations that pertains to the production and narratives of children’s literature in Manila and
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the Bicol region. Even though, the mountain was not part of Raymond William’s discourse
in his The Country and the City, his study is relevant in the project to situate the two
centers—the city and the country reliving the voice of the mountain. Williams surveys how
the images of country and city were depicted in English literature resulting to its division.
He acknowledges the complex power relations of both spaces, as country is also
inseparable to the city. “The country and the city are changing historical realities, both in
themselves and their interrelations” (289). According to Williams, the significance of the
country and the city must not be tied to a single meaning because it is shaped by economic,
historical and cultural realities. There is a need to deeply examine their connections and to
thoroughly investigate each period of historical development as capitalism in all its levels
and forms encompasses. Similarly, the study will also feature a historical investigation in
lieu of the Philippine children’s literary production that comes from the center and then
distributed to the regions or the countryside. The research seeks to understand this
dichotomy as it paves the way for the voice of the bukid.
The complexity of the city-countryside spaces result into a dichotomy because their
interrelations can also be proven by the influx of migration for example. In Saskia Sassen’s
book Guests and Aliens, the educational system plays a role in catering to the labor needs
of other countries in the context of migration, emigration, and refugees. As the Philippines
markets her citizens’ labor force, the educational system copes with this trend as it is
designed to fulfill the needs of other countries and disregard her own needs. However, not
all those who went abroad migrate and settle there. According to Sassen, “the rapid
expansion of the cottage-based manufacturing in the countryside paved the way for the
formation of cities” (30). With the development of factory-based industrialization in the
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cities, the city and the country, as parts of the economic system, underwent major changes.
“Cities became the servicing and trading centers, and centers for certain skills; they were
geared toward the products of rural industry which was mostly export markets” (31). In
this premise, an opposite movement happened in the Philippines. Europe in the early
centuries formed cities as a result of the country’s industrialization. In contrast, “the
Philippines first established cities before the country as documented by history, without
any guarantees to agricultural developments” (Arcilla 48). The city as a capitalist space
views the countryside as both a close and far entity to her. Countryside’s vast land is an
area for agriculture, mining, factories, industrial parks, waste land and reclamation yards.
With this reality, Williams’ binary discourse of country and city is still applicable
to the Philippines where feudalism still exists. The issues of land ownership which begun
during the Spanish colonization persists to the present. Lands are not owned by the
farmers. Instead the landlord-tenant or encomienda system was established. The landlord’s
power is also a reinforcement of patriarchy along with the establishment of Christian
hegemony in the Philippines. The binary of the country and the city has been more
complicated in the Philippines when it was annexed to Spain. Manila was the center while
every region has its own pueblo/poblacion or town/city and in the outskirts the barrio or
country was institutionalized. On the other hand, the mountains became the refuge of the
cultural communities driven away from the center by the colonizers. Among these people
are the remontados or the rebels. The Spaniards designed similar structures across the
archipelago. “The plaza complex, a kind of town planning in which fort and the Church
were integrated centrally and concentrically with the social classes” (Tan 45). The plaza
was set as a wide public space to gather the people in the heart of the pueblo. Outside the
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pueblo are the farmlands where the commoner lives while the mountains served as shelter
to upland societies are home of the outcasts, the non-Christians, the heretics and the rebels.
Within this context of space, Lumbera posits the discourse of taga-bayan and the
taga-bukid (city and country dwellers) in the 1896 revolution as evidence of the
polarization of Filipinos in Philippine society occasioned by the advent of Spanish
colonization. The city was created by colonization, its dwellers owed intellectual and
emotional allegiance to the culture of the colonizers. “When this allegiance was subjected
to critical test, the claims of personal convenience, preferential treatment and class interests
usually prevailed and abandon the country dwellers in collaboration to the colonizers”
(Lumbera 87).
Renato Constantino discusses the antecedent of this taga bayan - taga bukid’s
divided allegiance in his Miseducation of the Filipino People. He deconstructs the notions
of the city and the country by exposing the underlying agenda of American colonization.
Americans strengthen the belief that the Philippines is essentially meant to be an
agricultural country and this should not be changed. “The result was apathy towards
industrialization. There is further, a fear, born out of the early stereotype of this country as
an agricultural heaven, that industrialization is not good to the environment, it will only
bring social evils which will destroy the idyllic farm life. This idealized picture of farm
life overlooks poverty, the disease, the cultural vacuum, the sheer boredom, the
superstition, and the ignorance of the backward farm communities” (7). Pepe and Pilar
and See Oh See were textbooks produced for children during the American period that
attest to this kind of indoctrination. These texts promote the notion that in the country
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resides an ideal family with a simple life and nothing in life is needed when one is far
away from the city.
Another significant critic for this study is Edward Said who clarifies his notion of
the Orient and its implications. For him, “My whole point of the system is not that it is a
misrepresentation of some Oriental essence—in which I do not for a moment believe—but
that it operates as representations usually do, for a purpose, according to a tendency, in a
specific historical, intellectual, and even economic setting (273).”
In the context of the Philippines, “multinational companies established export
processing zones and economic zones in the countryside funded by the International
Monetary Fund and World Bank for the Third World industrialization” (Tolentino, 4), “a
western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (qtd in
Sardar 68). Likewise, the Philippines with an underdeveloped agricultural countryside
became a source of cheap labor resources. It is also a known fact that not only the West
views the Orient in this manner, but even peoples of the Orient thinks of themselves this
way.
To the West, the country as an imagined space is laid-back, exotic and virgin. This
is where their adventure and business investments are realized. For the Filipino who
pursues higher education, they think of “the farms as quaint places, good for occasional
vacation” (Constantino 7). On the contrary, unlike in the Philippines, the First World and
most European countries have an empowered agricultural system. Farmers own the lands
and they have modern agricultural structures. Their countryside may have been laid-back
as perceived but it still copes with modernity and technological advancements.
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To underline the decentering of children’s literature in the succeeding chapters,
Arturo Escobar’s theory of development of Third World countries like the Philippines will
be used, as discussed in his work Encountering Development. This development includes
the production of Philippine contemporary children’s literature in the historical context of
the dichotomy of city and country. This is best understood in the grander scheme when
Truman declared the “fair deal” to the world in 1949. “This initiated a new era in the
understanding and management of world affairs, particularly those concerning the less
economically accomplished countries of the world” (Escobar 3). The Philippines was still
recovering from World War II. A US ally, it belongs to the less economically
accomplished countries and classifed as a Third World in lieu of its space in the notions of
development. “The social production of space implicit in these terms is bound with the
production of differences, subjectivities, and social orders” (9). Though “the discourse and
strategy of development produced its opposite: massive underdevelopment and
impoverishment, untold exploitation and oppression” (4). In the Philippines, two Western
powers contributed in this development: Spain’s religious development and United States’
education and democratic developments.
My stance in this study is that the author’s voice and position is a continuum; fluid,
from and between the city and the country, blurring the center’s hegemonic position as
bukid frames the ideological position of assertion.
Amidst the age of neoliberalism, how does the author move in the said spaces and
what does it imply to the production of children’s literature in the Philippines? Where do
we situate ourselves in Immanuel Wallerstein’s World Systems Analysis?
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In Aihwa Ong’s book “Neoliberalism as Exception,” American neoliberalism is
viewed as a radicalized capitalist imperialism that is increasingly tied to lawlessness and
military action. Despite such widespread criticism, “Asian governments have selectively
adopted neoliberal forms in creating economic zones and imposing market criteria on
citizenship” (1). Individual affiliation to the nation-state is now superseded by her
allegiance to her capabilities and skills to her work. Hence, negotiating terms and
mutations are created making national citizenship weak because of the individual’s high
mobility in different spaces, but not of her own roots.
Upon going out, homecoming and residency is a kind of migration flow inside the
cities and towns in the Philippines. Almost all migrations from the country are towards
Manila and other urban centers like Cebu, Davao, and Baguio. Work opportunities in
factories, malls, offices and in the household are found here. Children of middle class and
elite families moving from the countryside to Manila in four famous universities like the
University of the Philippines (UP), Ateneo de Manila University (ADMU), De La Salle
University (DLSU), and University of Santo Tomas (UST). Those who studied abroad and
return to the Philippines to teach or to practice in their specific fields are also included in
this category. This kind of migration influences the periphery and so does the cultural
production of the country.
The city shapes the people from the country as these people also hone the city. This
is a manifestation of “the return of the gaze” as a discourse discussed by Dipesh
Chakrabarty in Provincializing Europe. Yet the understanding that “we” all do “European”
history with our different and often non-European archive opens up the possibility of a
politics and project of alliance between the metropolitan histories and the subaltern
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peripheral pasts.” (42). Amidst of these, there is a third moment for the ideas that
blossomed from the colonizer’s monopoly of knowledge. Therefore, it is important to
examine the tensions in between these phenomena. Migration has material effects to
writers. Manifested in their writing are their ways of negotiating with the spaces they go,
settle, leave and return to.
However, it’s a known fact that the OFW or overseas Filipino workers’ remittance
is a major source of stability for the Philippine economy. People become products serving
the worlds’ labor force because of the country’s lack of opportunities and cheap salaries.
As such, “the Philippines can be classified as a periphery country with coerced labor and
weak states” (Benton 263) from Wallerstein’s categories in his World System Analysis.
However, as economic systems are continuously changing brought about by
transnationalism, class structures and mobilities in spaces inside the Philippines are
becoming more complicated. This creates multifarious narratives in real life and likewise
in literature. In connection to this are children’s stories from Manila that discusses the
child’s longing, searching and attempting to understand her parents’ absence in a long
period. In the works of Anzaldua, Williams, Sassen, Ong, Chakrabarty, and Said,
negotiations are seen as products of the West and the Orient’s interaction despite the
former’s abrasive colonization and hegemony. Chakrabarty believes that this should not be
neglected but also emphasize on the non-European’s contribution to knowledge should
also be recognized.
As model for this project, Anzaldua’s book provides inspiration for my project’s
design, narrative methodology and the writer’s position as her writing flows through the
city, country and the mountain. Sassen, Ong, and Wallerstein’s works clarify the
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negotiations amidst the spaces from the micro to the macro-economic level and how these
affect the children’s literature’s mode of production. Lastly, Chakrabarty and Said’s
discourses offer radical perspectives on the issue of colonization that can be used in the
analysis of texts in the context of children’s literature. As a writer for children, I likewise
emulate farmers who keep coming back to the bukid despite of the imminent danger to
plant, harvest, and to be with the outcasts of society as I weave stories asserting a voice
and imagination of a space that is the bukid; surpassing both the city and country.
The study consists of four parts. Chapter 1 discusses the background and
significance of the study, specifically its importance in children’s literature, the
development of Children’s Literature in the Philippines, and the scopes of studies and
criticisms on the discipline of Children’s Literature in the Philippines. Conventional and
non-conventional frameworks are used in the study such as the confluence of the
researcher’s voice as a writer for children. Her position as a writer in between the center
and periphery will be discussed in connection with Jose Rizal’s life. The second chapter
illustrates the Manila-centric orientation of the Children’s Literature in the Philippines in
order to understand the importance and position of the nation’s center in its proliferation.
An analysis of stories shows how the center creates the voice for the periphery. The third
chapter elucidates on stories that feature the voice of the writer whose imagination is honed
by the bukid in its own space, in Bicol and the production of contemporary Philippine
Children’s Literature. The last chapter contains the summary of the analysis, conclusions
and recommendations for further studies.
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Chapter I
Bridging the Manileña and the Provinciana: The Authors’ Voice and Position in
Philippine Children’s Literature

This chapter speaks of my position as a Filipino writer for children who tread
between two important spaces, Manila and Bicol. These spaces are important for they
serve as sources of my life and experiences as a writer; and, literally, both places have
become my home. In Gaston Bachelard’s words, he used the term topoanalysis as the
“systematic psychological study of the sites of our intimate lives” (8). Although he used
the inside of the home as a site to give significance or analysis to human consciousness
where he claims memories reside in specific areas,1 my project, on the other hand, will use
the “outside” spaces as a counterpart of Bachelard’s “home.” The dichotomy of landscape
between a city and a country, and the historic voice of bukid, I argue that it has something
to do with imagination and production of not just my writing but also of children’s
literature in the Philippines in general.
I was born in Manila but also lived in Bicol, which is my father’s hometown. It was
in both of these places that I had my first formal education and experiences that molded me
as a person. My journey to these spaces filled my memories, imagination, and experiences
that has substantiated my writing and poetics. This shows how geography and history plays
an important role in shaping a writer’s ideologies in connection with her personal
experiences. They hone her writing as she herself contributes to her context. In this
chapter, Rizal’s venture between two spaces of Manila, his province, and other travels will
also be discussed, and how the voice of Mount Makiling became a reminder of his
country’s much-deserved freedom.
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Like Rizal, I’m traversing in two spaces and also in two races that form my
identity. In Caroline Hau’s, The Chinese Question, she quoted Ong who argues that “The
Chinese Filipino writer is often engaged not only in recovery but also reconstruction.
He/She has to fill in gaps left by lost traditions, failing memories and his/her own inability
to comprehend the harsher, crueller memories of his elders” (10). In my case, I considered
myself a Filipino-Chinese or a Chinese Filipino, which can be interchangeably valid
because my father is Filipino/Bicolano and my mother is Chinese who migrated to Manila
before the Second World War. I therefore belong to the third-generation of immigrants of
Chinese descent in my country. Having a Filipino and Chinese background is considered a
privilege for the Chinese Filipinos or Tsinoys (Hau 12) in the Philippines. They are known
as hardworking and wealthy people, but only the first adjective is true in my case. When it
comes to culture and life, being a Filipino-Chinese is a metaphorical mountain that I need
to explore because it brings me further into two worlds as a writer for children.
Remembering Carroll in this course, he mentioned in his study that the landscape of
children’s literature has “physical form at symbolic function” (13). The mountain, as a
metaphor of discovery of two worlds, can be found in my children’s/young adult’s short
story which is my only non-picture book story. This story is the closest I have ever gotten
to depicting my two worlds and cultures—my being a Manileña and a Provinciana.
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Figure 1. Bagets Anthology (Pacis, Carla and Evasco, Eugene 2006)

In figure 1, the story entitled Trese or Thirteen is part of an anthology published by
the University of the Philippines Press in 2006. The story is about a thirteen year-old girl
who’s always between two worlds. The world she has with wealthy Chinese grandparents,
and the poverty she lived with her Bicolano father. In the story, the young girl’s physical
sensitivity intensifies as she reaches the age of thirteen, which is deemed as her transition
towards the reality of being an adult. Most of her dreams came true, just like her dream
about the eruption of bukid or Mayon Volcano; and she allegedly saw how its sides
collapsed because of the impact of the eruption.
Nakakalimutan ko ang mga takot kapag inilalabas ni lolo ang kanyang hitsuhan.
Nakalagay sa basyong star margarine. Papahiran niya ng apog ang buyo saka
bibilutin nang maliit. Isusubo at ngunguyain iyon na parang pinakamasarap na
dulceng natikman niya. Gagayatin ang binalumbon na tuyong dahon ng tabako at
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isusubo. Ihuhuli niya ang pagkagat sa malutong na bunga. Magkukulay-lupa ang
bibig ni lolo. Tulad ng taniman niya sa Bicol na madalas niyang ibida sa akin.
Lalabas kami ni lolo sa may hardin dahil kailangan niyang dumura. Nagkukulaydugo naman ang mga bahagi ng lupang tinatamaan ng dura niya. Nagagalit si tatay
kapag nakikita ang patse-patseng mga dura ni lolo sa hardin. Magagalit daw kasi si
nanay at pag-aawayan na naman nila ang kulturang probinsya at kulturang Maynila.
Kung taga-Maynila ka, hindi dapat dumura kung saan-saan. May pinatatawad
namang lugar ang dura ni lolo. Ang grotto at ang puno ng bayabas. Sagrado para
sa kanya ang mga ito. Tirahan ni Birheng Maria ang una at ang ikalawa naman ay
tirahan ng mga engkanto. (Bellen 12-13)).

I forget my fears whenever Lolo (Grandpa) uses his hitsuhan (betel nut case),
placed in a used faded yellow Star Margarine plastic container. He would delicately
spread the immaculate lime in the buyo (betel leaf) before neatly rolling it in a
small cylindrical shape, just enough to fit his brown salivating mouth. He would
chew the leaf with lime like it’s the best dulce (sweet) he ever tasted. He cuts a
lump of dried tobacco leaf which adds a bitter flavor from the minty leaves of buyo
he is chewing. Then saving the best for last, his ritual ends by biting a crunchy
piece of betel nut.

Lolo’s mouth turns into the red soil’s color. Like his field in

Bicol that he usually brags about. Then he will walk with me to the garden in need
to spit the excess from his betel-nut chewing. His spit will turn the soil it touches
into blood-like patches. Tatay (Father) is vexed whenever he sees these patches
because Nanay (Mother) would be angry and they would again fight about the
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culture in the province and in Manila. “If you’re from Manila, you don’t spit
anywhere you please.” But Lolo’s spit respects some places too, like the grotto and
the guava tree. These are sacred to him. The Virgin Mary resides on the former
while the latter is the place of the unseen spirits. (Bellen 12-13).
In the story, I focused on the transitional stage of the child—the age thirteen. It is
thought of as an awkward stage wherein a child enters the world of adolescence or teen
years, and she has to face so many changes in life. In the story, it was not just the physical
changes and actions that were causing the protagonist problems, but also her being
responsive to her own senses and her surroundings of two different cultures. This includes
a “gift” that she supposedly has, according to a healer. The “gift” of empathy through
dreams that usually turns real and serve as forewarnings to other people. Her
consciousness travels in the realms of reality and dreams. Her two female cousins, who
were regular teenagers, thought she was weird; and in the end, she was able to come to
terms with what other think of her. Most importantly, she, at age thirteen, started to
become aware of the reality of the differences between the two cultures she grows up in.
Thus, it can be said that the struggle of a child and the adolescent self of the protagonist
can both be founded from the tension between these two cultures and spaces.
In Zialcita’s essay which entitled, We Are All Mestizos, although there are many
binaries that have divided the Filipinos, he calls “schizophrenic Filipino identity” as the
most encompassing of all for “the lowland Christian’s way of life is the child of two
different cultures, the West and the Eastern” (211). However, “there are areas in Filipino
culture where the fusion of indigenous and Western styles over the course of centuries has
resulted in blends that draw on the strengths of both style” (Zialcita 217). In the story, the

Bellen 64
binaries come from the economic classes of both sides of the family of the protagonist—
affluent and indigent, and the city and the province where they come from. Her Bicolano
father who took his chances in Manila was poor and grew up in the province. Her mother,
on the other hand, was a well-to-do Chinese-Mestiza who was raised in Manila. This
dichotomy affects even the religious beliefs of their families. While both were both
Christians, the fusion between animistic beliefs and Christianity was alive for the
protagonist’s provinciano grandfather. This was shown when he avoided spitting on a
grotto because the image of the Virgin Mary dwells there; and that for the old man, there
were many unseen spirits of nature that reside in the guava tree. The differences between
Manileño and provincial customs were also frequent points of disagreement of the
protagonist’s parents. The topos of the city and the country, therefore, is a source of
narrative for the story and gives us a glimpse of this dialectic relationship that according to
Carroll, “in comparison to the busy city and its destructive pleasures, the pleasure
associated with green space or country is an otrium, a drowsy reinvigoration of the spirit, a
return to a quieter, more considered lifestyle which repairs the damage of the urban
environment” (50). There are indeed disparities between the two places in terms of their
spaces—the chaotic city and the peaceful province. Another point is that culture and
identity are inseparable; that is why in a postcolonial perspective, the union of native and
Western beliefs—that is also stereotypically seen as the country and city spaces
respectively—have implications to the identity of the colonized. As also viewed by Stuart
Hall, “we all write and speak from a particular place and time, from a history and a culture
which is specific. What we say is always in ‘context,’ positioned” (110). In my story, I
was conscious and impartial in choosing my position in the middle of two cultures. “The
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work of the mestiza consciousness is to break down the subject-object duality that keeps
her a prisoner and to show in the flesh and through the images in her work how duality is
transcended” (Anzaldua 80). I presented them in the story as also the beginning of my
exploration of the two worlds I came from. This dichotomy can be found as well in my
other stories and children’s plays that I have written; in fact I have recently realized this
idea because of the need to explain my voice and position as a writer for children. The
spaces that I cross and the dichotomies related to these will be further clarified in my
discussion of my brief personal narrative.
My Manileña and Provinciana Self
One of the aspects of oral history is also the exposition of one’s own narrative. In
Voice of the Past, it is said that “every historical source derived from human perception is
subjective, but only the oral source allows us to challenge that subjectivity: to unpick the
layers of memory, dig back into its darkness, hoping to reach the hidden truth” (Thomson
171). In the book, psychoanalysis is recommended as the theory to be used in the analysis
of the recalling done by an informant of a history or of his own history. “The strange
power of psychoanalysis to hear and heal, to release trapped anger and shame from the
pasts we had forgotten and, through expression, to put ot to rest; to win our love throught
listening to us and then to give it back to us as a new strength is our won self-confidence”
(Ibid). It is also said that it is not easy to use psychoanalysis, though it can facilitate the
healing of the narrator of stories and histories about her own self especially when time and
events in the society have implications to her personal history. Hence, for a writer,
narrating her life and poetics—in order for her to present her position through her
struggles, diversity, and contradictions—is a form of discorvery and healing of own’s self.
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To say that I was born in Manila is not enough to explain my roots; because Manila
as a city is a confluence of people who are migrants from the province and abroad, and
therefore is also appropriate from where my parents came from. My father hailed from the
province of Bicol to seek better fortune in Manila while my mother’s family left Canton,
China or now Guangzhou to escape its harsh condition during their time. Manila has
become their home up to now and as a place, Manila unifies, but at the same time separates
them too.

It was in Manila where they met but it was not easy for my maternal

grandmother to accept my father who is a Filipino and, not to mention, from the province.
My grandmother had the notion that it would be better for her daughter to marry someone
with Chinese blood. “Silently or openly, Chinese children admonished not to marry a
hoan-a (Filipino). A hoan-a was supposed to be lazy and spendthrift, while lan-lang
(Chinese) are hardworking and frugal” (Chu 3). She relates this to secure and privileged
living, which she was able to prove eventually since my father was not able to give the
abundant kind of life she expects my mother to have.
We lived in Manila and my father helped in the business of his sister-in-law—my
mother’s sister—who married a Chinese. This is the reason why I ended up studying in a
Chinese school primarily because of my aunt’s generosity. She wanted me to study where
her children or my cousins, also study. In the Philippine context of a Chinese School, we
have four languages in the curriculum—Filipino, English, Mandarin, and Hokkien. I was
able to somehow experience a middle-class lifestyle with my aunt’s family. A private
school education and expensive belongings were some things that my parents cannot
afford to give me. My aunt’s family lived near the house of my mother’s parents where we
lived. My grandmother was very strict and so my cousins and I grew up afraid of her. As
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the matriarch of the house, her “voice” dominates the entire household. She would never
let me and my cousins go outside to play with neighborhood kids; that was why we would
just play by ourselves in the spacious yard of our grandfather. My grandfather was fond of
plants and animals and so we had a big garden with his pet dog, some geese, chickens,
rabbits, doves, and a number of big aquariums for the fishes. I was used to the silence of
my maternal grandparent’s house. It was where I embraced reading books, studying hard,
and listening to the stories my father would tell every afternoon after he comes home from
work. In the midst of Manila, my grandparents’ house foreshadow the laid back province
that I would soon call home.
I get to feel the cityness of Manila whenever we would shop in the mall, go to
Chinatown to eat dumplings and noodles, stroll at Luneta or Rizal Park, and only on
holidays like Christmas and New Year. Manila is colorful, noisy, and traffic-stricken. I
experience here a fast-paced kind of life and how people would be rushing just to keep up
with the high cost of living in the city. I remember the news about protests on oil-price and
fare hike, and, in the late 70s and early 80s, the luxuries and extravagance that former
President Marcos was bragging to every foreign visitor coming to the Philippines. Guests
would always stay in Manila and so the city would be picturesque temporarily by repairing
and painting roads and covering up the squatter’s areas with tall walls so that the beauty
the city was so proud of would remain untarnished. As Tadiar posit, “the magic of Marco’s
modernism which not only its straightforwardly replicative process of modernization, but
also its corruption of modern capitalist accumulation by older practices of rent extraction.
In short, the representation of modernity as model and showcase of development serves as
the means of material transformations that exceeds the condition it designates,” (154).

Bellen 68
I would be more aware of the city where I came from when we left for the
province to live in my father’s hometown, Bicol. I came to understand not only the
difference between the modern and traditional but also their political and cultural
implications in history.

My aunt’s business closed and consequently my father lost his

job. My mother’s family lent my father some money to buy a Ford Fierra XLT that he
could use for business as a biyahero or a voyager from Bicol to Manila and Manila to
Bicol.
As we were forced to leave Manila, I selfishly felt that I was the most affected by
the move for it was hard for a child to get separated from my comfort zones, which are my
immediate family, and my friends. To Anzaldua’s, in leaving one’s town and traversing the
Borderland, “you leave the familiar and safe homeground to venture into the unknown and
possibly dangerous terrain,” (13). Although we would go on vacations to Bicol during
summer breaks before, where I would enjoy the distinctiveness of provincial life through
its fresh air and food, or the sea which was near my paternal grandparents’ house, and that
we would have a spectacular view of the bukid or Mayon Volcano, it was still a far-fetched
idea for me to consider it as my home and a place where I would to grow up permanently.
With this situation, I was able to prove that one won’t be able to take notice of the place
she is totally familiar with until she has known another place, urging her to compare the
prior to the latter and vice versa. It paved the way to actively process one’s conciousness
and imagination as one leaves the native land and starts to build a new life in a new place.
In my father’s hometown in Bicol, they would call me and my mother as
Manileñas. I stood out in my new school, which was a barrio public school, because aside
from the fact that I was the only one who had fair complexion and slanty eyes, I was also
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wearing shoes on my first week of school. My new classmates, on the other hand, wore
slippers and they would leave them outside the classroom since they would have their own
short floor mats inside the classroom, where they could rest their feet on to keep their feet
warm. Wearing of shoes became an issue because my classmates would gossip about me
being a Manileña who would not want her feet to get dirty. It is only now that I understand
that this attitude is actually a symbolical notion that city-dwellers have “clean feet”
because they would always step on and walk on concrete; in the provinces, in contrast,
would be feet on soil that would naturally make people’s soles dirty. The dirtiness of one’s
feet also symbolizes the city-dweller’s “unwillingness to go back to agricultural life”
because the ground is muddy and “filthy.”
People would also talk about me in school about my inability to do certain school
tasks in some subjects like Home Economics where we were asked to plant cassava.
Different from the flowering plants of my grandfather back in Manila, there is a right way
of planting cassava because for the Bicolanos, the cassava would be poisonous if one
would plant it incorrectly. After a long struggle of fitting in, I then considered other’s
criticisms and doubts of my capabilities as a challenge for me to learn and survive in my
new home and environment. The one thing though that was not easy to overcome was their
constant picking on my looks. My fair complexion betrays my sense of belongingness
because this reminds them of my Manileña roots. This kind of stereotype is articulated in
Bhabha’s, in which the victim of marginalization is essentially the “other.” There will
always be a linked signified meaning to the signifier like the label for my image as a
Manileña. For Bhabha, “subjects are always disproportionately placed in opposition or
domination through the symbolic decentering of multiple power-relations which play the
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role of support as well as target or adversary” (42). These experiences in the province as a
Manileña, therefore is associated to colonial discourse. Power-laden, racial, and gender
apartheid are all outcomes of colonization, which cause marginalization and “othering.”
These are some of the implications left by the colonizers to the Filipinos because of their
grand scheme of divide-and-conquer. The “other” though has the ability to appropriate
herself in her new place to make it her new home; ambivalence is created, nevertheless, for
her position still stands, being the “other.”
Eventually, like in a typical story, I got used to the life in Bicol. I was able to learn
the customs, culture, and language which my father deprived me of when we were still
living in Manila. This deprivation might have resulted from father’s trauma caused by
grandmother’s resistance to him. Later, I became fluent in Bicolano which served as my
key to social acceptance. Even my complexion has seemingly adapted—from being pasty
to being tan—because of constant exposure to the sun and sea bathing. In the city, on the
other hand, life in the center continues as well with the people’s opposition against the
Marcos dictatorship in the early eightees. “During the years that he has ruled the country,
Mr. Marcos has systematically created an all encompassing mechanism of personal power,
control and coercion that will enable him to continue his one man rule with nominal
restraint after he shall have lifted the formal, legalistic earmarks of martial rule” (Schirmer
and Shalom 219). Temporarily, Bicol sheltered me from the turmoil of the center but
motivated me as well to be mindful of my environment. I was nurtured by the affluent sea
and earth as my imagination was enriched by the majestic bukid. The bukid is in the middle
of Bicol, in Albay, and we were fortunate that we live near that area.
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There are many myths about the bukid or the Mayon volcano. One of them is the
belief that if it’s your first time in Bicol, Albay, and the bukid has not shown itself by
hidding behind the clouds, it means that you are not welcome in the province. Moreover, if
the bukid’s peak has a cloud shaped like a salakot (or a Filipino wide-brimmed hat) on top
of it, it means that a typhoon is coming or could be an omen for other calamities. Myths
like these do not remain as just stories for us Bicolanos; instead, they are considered as an
integral part of a cycle of our lives and times. The mountain itself is a stream of stories that
reflect Bicol’s beliefs and values. But the truth is, behind the majestic beauty of the bukid
is its natural ruthlessness.
I experienced one of the most destructive eruptions of Mayon Volcano in 1984 and
there was no food and water supply, and no other place to go because of the heavy ash fall
and hot lava flow from nearby rivers and to the sea. We were one of the families who
temporarily stayed in evacuation centers before we transferred to a relative who took us in
his sturdier house. This was one of the reasons why my parents accepted the offer of my
mother’s family to live again in Manila. Life in Bicol became very difficult.Livelihood
became scarce. Nothing was left in the mountains and the seas. The volcanic eruption
covered food resources with ash and formed stoned roads out of lava. I was in the middle
of my youth then—just about to start my third year in high school—when we were called
again to the city. Our experience of mobility died along with the wrecked vehicle for hire
of my father, which he used in transporting passengers from Manila to Bicol. My mother’s
family also wanted me to be well-prepared and finish my education in one of the best
universities in the Philippines, which is in Manila.
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When we went back to Manila, it was like starting all over for me because, this
time around, I would be labeled as a provinciana. Stereotypes would repeat and continue,
as stated by Bhabha on having a constructed “other.” City dwellers call the people from the
province provinciana or provinciano from the Spanish term of people hailed from the
province, or in its colloquial equivalent promdi, from the English amalgamation of the
expression, “from the province.” Along with these names are associated stereotypes and
so with all the insecurities of the Promdi from their physical being, behavior, attitude, and
their perception of the modern and modernization. Because I was used to speaking in
Bicol language, it took me almost a year to lose my Bicolano accent in speaking in
Tagalog or Filipino, the language of the center. My complexion also became fair again
because of my limited exposure to the sun. There was no chance of sea bathing in the city.
Even my sense of taste in fashion changed and has adapted the trends I saw in Manila. In
this way, I was able to “fit” in the city again. Although I consider all my experiences in
Bicol and in Manila as events that vivified my memory and imagination; particularly when
I was just starting to write in college, when I was able to get published for the first time in
my third year in my master’s study, and up to the present.
The travels, the relocations of residence, having new friends and even families, the
experiences related to calamities such as typhoons and volcano eruption, and staying in
places I could never forget—all taught me certain lessons of span and depth. The bukid is
embedded within me because it still dwells in my heart and in my consciousness even if I
was already living in Manila. As I started to write, the quest for understanding the
dichotomy of the spaces I have been traversing also started. In this way, I would
understand more my position as a writer.
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Aside from children’s stories, I have also written musical plays for children; one of
which I wrote in 2010, Si Pilandok at ang Bayan ng Bulawan (Pilandok and the Town of
Gold), which was staged in the Ateneo de Manila University, and Meralco Theater, and in
other universities in Manila. In this play, I mapped the divisions of places in the province
which is the mountain and the sea, and I literally used the visual image of fire from the
bukid or Mayon Volcano. I have adapted this fire as bulawan or gold which serves as light
for the people in the play’s narrative. This light was significant in the livelihood and
culture of two towns of the people from Iraya (people living near the mountain) and
Ilawod (people living near the sea) but eventually at the end of the play, the light becomes
a metaphor for the enlightenment of the people. In the conflict, it will be taken away from
them by a greedy Datu or chieftain who will convert it into electricity to be sold to the
people. Later on, after the people have seeked help to their diwatas (gods), but to no avail,
they themselves would be united in fighting for their right to light or enlightenment. I
wrote this play for the 25th anniversary of the 1986 EDSA People’s Revolution.2 I based
the protagonist of my play to a folktale character—a trickster named Pilandok—which is
depicted as half-mouse deer and half-human but actually an extinct species of mousedeer
that can be found in Mindanao.
From the sample works I have shown, dichotomies in places, class structures, and
in cultures were depicted. In Trese (Thirteen), the protagonist finally understands the two
worlds she was living in and she was able to accept those cultures after a catharsis she
experienced. Instead of getting affected in the tension created between the two cultures, the
persona appropriated herself to strengthen more her identity. In Si Pilandok at ang Bayan
ng Bulawan (Pilandok and the Town of Gold), the people of Iraya and Ilawod united to
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defend their right to benefit from the light of Bulawan. This ending is not a simple
unification of the common people in understanding their rights against the hegemony of
the capitalist government, but also stages an interrogation in the commemoration of a
historical event in the country which is the EDSA People Power Revolutiom.

In my

recent anthology of my decade of works in Philippine children’s theater, Tiongson
concludes in his introduction of the book, “Because of her progressive themes and
engaging style, Bellen’s plays succeed in teaching today’s youth of values of freedom both
for the individual and the community” (xx).
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Figure 2. Si Pilandok at ang Bayan ng Bulawan (Pilandok and the Town of Gold) (Bellen, Christine S.
2009-2010)

I always find it hard to articulate the writer’s poetics. The explanation is just a
superficial discourse but the emotions and innermost thoughts of a writer is difficult to
translate in an objective reality. As hard it may seem, this is how I will present it. A writer
for children, recalls her childhood memories hoping and finding something that can bridge
her experiences to present-day children or generations who would read our works. In
Bachelard’s Poetics of Reverie, the revisiting of one’s childhood memories lies on the
“account of real idealization of childhood memories and the personal interest we take in all
childhood memories” (101). Childhood memories may be used for whatever purpose but
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each time one relives her early years, she fully embraces each experience, which was the
same thing that Rizal did when he wrote his Memorias de Un Estudiante de Manila or his
life as a student in Manila. According to Guerrero, it is “an intimate memoir, almost a
diary, written between the ages of seventeen and twenty, under the evanescent but
nonetheless powerful spell of an adolescent infatuation” (18). Hence, the Memorias differ
from the rest of Rizal’s biographies. Aside from the fact that it was an autobiography, the
memorias was written in the eyes and memories of his childhood and youth. There may be
interventions in interpreting his experiences. His language might have affected his view on
his own history but this writing has established his integrity. Above all, it opened
possibilities in knowing the hero in unique ways. Through this text, he is his own history’s
authority; the way he sees, touches, hears and feels life during those years when he was
still starting to be a man and a citizen of his land.
Rizal, The Provinciano
Rizal is an important figure in Philippine children’s literature as he was one of the
pioneers in the possibility of opening this genre; “the bulk of which was produced by him
between the years 1885-1890” (Salanga 7). He brought his childhood from Calamba to
Europe, where he translated five stories of Hans Christian Andersen, which also served as
his practice in Tagalog orthography. He wrote these tales manually and personally bound
the books before sending them to his nephews and nieces in Calamba, Laguna, his
hometown. He also retold and illustrated the story of The Monkey and the Tortoise. “Yet
though written and drawn during the same period in which he was occupied with
perfecting his medical practice, with learning new languages and with writing the Noli Me
Tangere, it must also be understood that these had roots in his childhood, roots apparently
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he had never outgrown... these works are then a proof that Rizal was - despite the almost
superhuman efforts attributed to him at this time on account of his genius - still
quintessentially human and therefore able to communicate with the young, a quality often
lost on many a talented young man or woman for whom it is also natural to have them take
themselves seriously” (Salanga 8). To honor Rizal for his immense contribution, he is now
recognized in Philippine Literature as the Father of Philippine Children’s Literature.
Salanga also traced how Calamba enriched Rizal’s imagination from his childhood
through various citations on Rizal’s storytellers like his mother and his nanny; and as
evident in Rizal’s many creative endeavors even in his childhood, as Salanga cited
scenarios from other Rizal’s childhood biographers. One is from Panlasiqui:
In the evenings, little Jose would stay in the azotea of the house. There, during
moonlight nights, his aya or nanny told him many fairy tales. Little Jose enjoyed
these stories. Sometimes, little Jose refused to eat. The aya would take him to the
azotea (terrace) and there she would feed him. Often she made him eat by
frightening him with asuang or nuno stories (supranatural characters in folktales).
Also, in the evenings the aya would take him for a walk in very quiet places. They
walked by the river side, and under the trees, especially when the moon was
shining brightly.

With these experiences, little Jose early learned to be

observant…and enjoy beautiful things (9).
Rizal’s aya was never named but she has always been cited as having a big
influence on Rizal’s imagination as evident in his romantic use of the image of the moon in
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his novel Noli Me Tangere; which Radaic, after quoting an account given by Panlasiqui,
interpreted as:
Since we know that Rizal has this kind of childhood memories, and that he reached
the age of reason gazing at the moon and, in the dark hours of the night, at the
frightening sceneries of the town where he grew up, memories filled with
superstitions, melancholic and tragic stories, whether witnessed or just narrated to
him, wherein the landscape of his town served as the backdrop for the stories told,
it was easy to understand the tragic feeling that Rizal suggested in the darkness of
the night and the fullness of the moon in his novel. Emotions expressing his
personal views on childhood memories mediated between the outlook of our author
and his environment as a whole.” (Regala 131).
Rizal’s childhood memories are not limited though in his stay in his hometown
Calamba for he also had to live in Manila for his studies. However, it can be inferred that
Rizal’s lack of self-confidence manifested early on in his life despite his ability to study in
Manila and his family’s readiness to support him. This attitude likens Rizal to the typical
provinciano. He exemplifies the provincianos who went to study in Manila and eventually
went abroad. Their generation benefited from the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869.3 This
was the year when there was a growth on the middle class population. Because of their
accumulated wealth, middle class children were sent to study in Manila and in Europe
(Nery 31). Despite this, city-dwellers still think differently of the provinciano. Firstly,
provincianos’ were discriminated based on their physical traits, particularly their different
skin color, height, body type and even clothing style. Also, their ways of speaking,
especially in terms of their accents, stereotyped the provinciano as ignorant of modernity.
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Initially, this social prejudice would affect them but eventually they would learn how not
to let this system get to them. They became resilient as they come from a space of poverty
in the province while the city is a venue for education and prosperity. Hence, coming to
the city was the very opportunity that needs to be seized. Though Rizal’s family was a bit
affluent, he was still considered a provinciano. Moreover, Rizal thinks of this journey as
light to be followed and not to be afraid of. This was already foreshadowed in his
childhood as he related the impact on him of his mother’s telling of the story of The Moth
and The Flame:
My mother repeated her warning, but how curious, the light seemed to me more
beautiful, the flame more attractive. I envied the fate of the insects. They frolicked
so joyously in the enchanting splendor that their falling into the oil-lamp didn’t
cause me any dread. The flame now rolled its golden tongue and caught the moth
that fluttered and was still. That seemed to me a great event. It stirred my emotion.
My mother’s voice sounded strange and uncanny. I did not notice it when the fable
ended. My attention was fixed on the moth. I watched with my whole soul…How
many years have elapsed since then; the child has become a man who has crossed
the seas and all the oceans. From experience he has received bitter lessons—oh,
infinitely more bitter than the sweet lessons his mother gave him! Nevertheless he
preserves the heart of a child; he believes that light is the most beautiful thing there
is and worthy enough for a man to sacrifice his life. (Salanga 8).
Throughout his life, Rizal has shown how he braves the light. He left his homeland
and returned with an offering of his own light. He also travelled to different countries, not
only through the spaces of city and country but even to the mountain of his birth—Mt.
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Makiling in Laguna. With all these journeys, Rizal illustrated the many possibilities of
creative types of sedition, assertion and subversion in the context of Philippine
colonization that was way beyond his times. In 1889, Rizal, together with fellow educated
Filipinos in Spain, formed the Propaganda Movement as they aspire for reforms in the
Philippines through the creation of a newspaper called La Solidaridad (Salanga 65).
Writing was their means to pursue their objectives. But the publication did not last due to
financial constraints. In its last edition on December 31, 1890, Rizal retold the story of
The Legend of Maria Makiling. In 1889, Rizal, together with fellow educated Filipinos in
Spain, formed the Propaganda Movement as they aspire for reforms in the Philippines
through the creation of a newspaper called La Solidaridad (Salanga 65). Writing was their
means to pursue their objectives. But the publication did not last due to financial
constraints. In its last edition on December 31, 1890, Rizal retold the story of The Legend
of Maria Makiling.
The Legend Of Mariang Makiling is about the beautiful fairy who believed to
inhabit the mountain in Rizal’s hometown in Laguna. According to Rizal’s aya, Mariang
Makiling was a beautiful young virgin with a light brown complexion, long hair, black
eyes, small hands, and dainty feet who was “half nymph, half sylph, born to the
moonbeams of the Philippines, in the mystery of her august forests and to the cooing of the
waves of the neighboring lake” (Ocampo 192). This was also one of the stories of Rizal’s
aya that he would eventually pay homage for the mountain’s revered fairy serves as both a
muse and a voice in hid imagination. Even in Rizal’s ideology of assertion, the voice of the
mountain was one of those that responded to his cause of battling the colonizers.
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Then, from Europe, Rizal returned to his motherland.

Rizal’s project was a

reclamation of the past in response to Spaniards’ low regard on Filipinos. His goal was “to
try to make the newspaper just, honest, truthful, so that our opinions may always merit
respect. We must teach our enemies that we are worth more than they are, morally and
humanly speaking” (65). Rizal’s retelling of the story of the diwata or fairy of Makiling is
his response to the voice of his bukid, which always resided in him even if he has gone to
so many places in his life.
Rizal was able to recount Mariang Makiling through all the related stories he has
heard and gathered which claim that Mariang Makiling truly existed in the said mountain.
“An old servant woman we had–an amazon who defended her home once against the
bandits and killed one of them with a spear-thrust–assured me of having seen her during
childhood, walking atop the cogon grass so lightly and airily that she hardly bent several
leaves” (qtd. by Salanga 66). It was said that after each typhoon has hit the place, people
would see Maria running in the mountain and every ruined thing would come back to live
once she passes by them. She was also very kind and generous to the poor. There was even
an instance when supposedly a hunter lost his way in the woods and ended up in Maria’s
hut. She gave the exhausted man some ginger; and when he got home, he discovered that
the gingers turned into gold. But Maria was believed to be also capable of punishing
anyone who does not know how to give back, especially when that person received
blessings from the mountain. Rizal even recounted a story about Mariang Makiling’s love
for a young farmer that she could not have for the lad was arranged by his parents to marry
a certain girl, so that he could avoid being forced by the Spaniards to join military service.
And so the night before the wedding, Maria arrived to see the groom-to-be:
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I no longer wanted to see you, she said. But I came to bring you my present. The
gown and jewels of your bride. I have protected and loved you because I saw that
were a good and hardworking man and I hoped that you would be consecrated to
me. Go! Since an earthly love is necessary to you; since you had no courage to face
a hard fate, nor to defend your liberty and live free in these mountains; since you
have no confidence in me. I, who would have protected you and your parents. Go
then. I shall leave you to your fate; live and struggle alone, live as you can” (qtd.by
Salanga 69).
When Mariang Makiling vanished, according to Rizal’s story, the townspeople
blamed each other for abusing the kindness of the fairy. Other people were even claiming
that the Dominican friars were responsible to her disappearance because they wanted to
seize the mountain from Maria by taking possession of the half of it and declare eventually
that it was their territory. Towards the end of Rizal’s narration, he would profess that he
himself trekked the mountain, having Mariang Makiling in his thoughts. “I listened amidst
the silence of the woods to catch the sound of her melancholic instrument. I slept there at
night to see if I could find her perfect figure floating in the air, lighted by the moon whose
light penetrated the thick foliage. I saw nothing, I heard nothing” (Ibid). According to
Ocampo, “Rizal took a simple hometown folktale and used it to comment against landgrabbing by the Dominicans and the abuse of military service” (193). In my reading,
Rizal’s search for Mariang Makiling was both in a literal and figurative sense. Using the
context of his retelling, he was still believies in the stories of his hometown and even his
rational self was also yearning to discover the truth if the fairy really existed. This was
something that would make Rizal relentlessly revisit and listen to the voice of the
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mountain, and when the time of adversity in his country comes, he would again come
home and ultimately recognizing the existence of Mariang Makiling. For Mojares, “Rizal’s
tale ends with the melancholic hero waiting for Mariang Makiling, and the statement “I
saw nothing, I heard nothing.” Yet, the statement holds no finality. The waiting is active
and open-ended rather than passive. It is a stance of seeking, a going forth into an
unfamiliar place, a patient alertness to signs, senses awake for the encounter with an
otherworld, the enchantment of possibilities” (10). In Rizal’s narrative, we can find a
dialectical relation between his magic in telling a folktale and the realist voice behind his
novels wherein these style creates a sense of encouragement to the audience that what he
told was not merely fictional but somehow has a sense of truth. As Mojares said, “in
recounting the Mariang Makiling story, Rizal was not merely narrating a “local” legend
from his home province of Laguna, he must have been aware that it was a story that
resonated for a wider territory and population (the nation he was engaged in imagining into
being)” (8). That was why for Rizal, his mountain or the bukid is an important voice in his
imagination as a writer for it symbolizes his motherland; and wherever he may be—in
Calamba, Manila, any other country—he would always memorialize the history of his
country through his mountain, which, in return, would perpetually give his stories a unique
voice up to the present.
My Voice and Position as a Writer for Children
What Rizal pioneered in the field of children’s storywriting is very important to me
because he took into consideration the historical context of the time his country was going
through. He may not have been well-versed in child psychology, but he was able to do
what he had done by revisiting local literature; which when he retold, those stories were
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brought back to life because he made use of historical events that would make them
relevant to the present times. “Tales are told in space and time. They are drifting webs of
significance that trace in their wake the vestigial shape and substance of the world that we
– a community of storytellers and listeners inhabit. As such they offer a way of recovering
a world, of understanding the past as well as present” (Mojares 1). Rizal may have just
contributed a few children’s stories but he still serves as an inspiration because of his
dedication to honoring children in his stories amid his undertakings in the Propaganda
Movement during Spanish colonization.

As Salanga would see it, Rizal’s works for

children belong to the adult Rizal; to the nationalist writer in his prime; to the exile in
Europe still in his middle twenties yet already seemingly middle-aged in his passionate
drive to prove the excellence of the Filipino both by what he could become and by what he
could do in the brief season he sensed was allotted by his fate” (8).
From what Rizal has started, there are still many stories in the Philippines that are
not given much attention because of the continuing preference for Western stories and the
popularity of Disney productions. The rich Philippine epics are great sources of stories, not
only for the old but also for the young but are not given much importance. This is the
reason why I write children’s plays. Aside from the fact that I consider theater plays as one
of my passions, drama is a medium, that I know of, that make Philippine stories—precolonial, contemporary, or fusion of both that can easily connect with many Filipino
children through performance. I have written seven full-length musical plays already; five
of which had already been staged, and the remaining one is still waiting for the right
production. Two of my plays, Mga Kuwento ni Lola Basyang (The Stories of Grandmother
Basyang) and Batang Rizal (Young Rizal), are being staged in many parts of the country
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up to the present, to reach various types of young audiences. These plays are performed
even in the absence of a theater structure, such as basketball courts and multi-purpose halls
of remote barangays or towns. The Philippine Educational Theater Association or PETA,
which produced my plays, is a non-profit theater organization founded as a result of antiMartial Law campaigns during former President Ferdinand Marcos’s regime.
I was in my first year college in the University of the Philippines when I got to
watch one of PETA’s play, which was a seditious play on American colonization, entitled
Kahapon, Ngayon, at Bukas (Past, Present, and Future) by one of the seditious playwrights
in 1903, Aurelio Tolentino (Lumbera and Lumbera 90). PETA contemporized the play to
include Martial Law times. Very young and idealistic then, I was so impressed by the
performance and its clear political position, especially it was the time when people were
demonstrating against the US military bases. The play also depicted the impact of
colonization and corruption in the government, which caused many human right violations,
during the Martial Law years. This play inspired me to appreciate Philippine theater, and to
aspire to write plays, particularly for children and the youth. I envisioned my plays to be a
venue for the interrogation of my country’s history of colonization, in such a way that it
would be made understandable to children, and at the same time also discuss issues
concerning concepts like friendship, cleanliness, nature, and self-confidence. Various
elements in genres such as epics, myths, folk tales, and legends are used to help children to
appreciate more their own culture.
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Figure 3. Batang Rizal (The Young Rizal) (Bellen, Christine S. 2007)

In Figure 3, the adult iconic Rizal is depicted wearing a trenchcoat and hat even in
the tropical weather of the Philippines. In my play, Batang Rizal (Young Rizal), I
deconstructed some of the stereotyped concept of him in the Filipino psyche. I have made
him “human” as a child as he interacts with the modern day child. This is the reason
behind the playful image in Figure 3 which we used as a teaser to my play. The premise of
the play is, every child has a Rizal in her/him. This may contradict the deconstruction I
mentioned earlier, but my position regarding this American-sponsored hero (Ocampo 2) is
the same as Ocampo’s. “It is evident that although the Americans encouraged the heroworship of Rizal, the man was already considered a hero to the Filipinos long before the
Americans sponsored him as such. In the sense, the Americans simply built on the
prevailing sentiment of the people. The transcripts of the trial of Rizal state that he was
“the soul of the Revolution”” (3).
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Another work that I am known of, even earlier than being a playwright, is the
reteller of Mga Kuwento ni Lola Basyang (The Stories of Grandmother Basyang) written
by Severino Reyes from 1925 to 1942, published in Liwayway (Dawn) Magazine. Reyes’
Grandmother Basyang becomes the iconic old woman telling stories to her grandchildren
in Philippine Literature. I first became familiar with the two anthologies of Mga Kuwento
ni Lola Basyang (The Stories of Grandmother Basyang) through the mini-library of my
grandfather in his house in Malabon where I lived until we moved to Bicol. These books
were among his collection, which I would frequently borrow together with Mad in Orbit,
Mga Kuwento ng Duwende (Dwarf’s Stories), and Ibong Adarna (The Adarna Bird). I read
the thick 1975 version Mga Kuwento ni Lola Basyang, which was edited by Pedrito
Reyes—the grandson of Severino Reyes. The collection I read was published for the 50th
anniversary of one of the stories, Ang Plautin ni Periking (Periking’s Flute), published by
Reyes in Liwayway Magazine on May 22, 1925. The anthology was one of the books that
enriched my imagination as child; and, when I was a master’s student of Philippine Studies
at the University of the Philippines, I saw the potential of Lola Basyang (Grandmother
Basyang) stories of being revived for today’s generation. Through the stories of Reyes
written during Spanish and American colonization in the Philippines, I was able to
understand the subversion of imagination of our early Philippine writers against the
colonizers, which in Reyes stories was disguised in the genre of fantasy. As Hooks argues
in her Narratives of Struggle, “For the colonized mind to think of the imagination as
instrument that does not estrange us from reality, but returns us to the real more fully, in
ways that help us confront and cope, is a liberatory gesture” (55). Imagination has no
limits for writers like Reyes during the American colonization who was able to connect
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with the readers by publishing his stories on popular reading materials, like a magazine
while children in schools at that time were reading textbooks published by the Americans.
In Reyes’ stories, “his universe was filled with characters from Philippine folk
tales, metrical romances, Greek classics, Chinese classics, and fairytales from faraway
lands like Syria and Constantinople. His characters live in worlds up above, in the depths
of earth and seas. Characters filled with magic, the mystical, the religious, the romantic,
the enchanting, fairies, the good, the evil, the merciful and the humorous” (CorderoFernando 23). As a renowned playwright, Reyes brought to life the fantasy of his stories
in a manner that common people would appreciate, through a very visual way of narration.
Hybridity worked in his stories, which would always end up in the Philippines even if their
initial settings are in other countries. His characters were Filipinos and would have Filipino
sensibilities in the milieu of a foreign superior land, who exhibits extraordinary bravery
and intelligence throughout the stories. In this way I saw the strength of Reyes’s stories
that “the fantastic traces the unsaid and the unseen of culture: that which has been silenced,
made invisible, covered over, and made absent” (Jackson 4). His use of fantasy and
fantastic stories are actually considered as a device that would show how the oppressed
could win their fight against their oppressors, and serve as an agency interrogate the
abusive and the powerful.
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Figure 4. Mga Kuwento ni Lola Basyang (The Stories of Grandmother Basyang) (Bellen, Christine S.
2005)

The iconic Grandmother Basyang with her grandchildren is shown in Figure 4. I
retold Mga Kuwento ni Lola Basyang (The Stories of Grandmother Basyang) in 2004, a
year after I finished my Masteral Studies in Philippine Studies, wherein I focused on the
efficacity of Reyes’s fantasy in his stories. The following year, in 2005, my retellings of
Reyes’ stories received an award from the Manila Critics Circle in 2005. Initially, I had
five picture books on Reyes’s stories that eventually became a complete set of twenty.
These books also paved the way for me to venture in other media such as stage plays, radio
dramas, and ballet; and I became a consultant when the stories were adapted for television
for young audiences.
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In my retelling, I did not use a specific theory but operates in the using the Filipino
word salaysay (to tell; narrate), which comes from the word saysay that means meaning/ful
as framework. The word salaysay, therefore, would mean a narrative that has meaning and
significance and this serves as my guide and strategy in the retelling of stories or muling
pagsasalaysay (retelling). That is the first step as to how my narrative should evolve. How
do I then give meaning to my retelling? The meaning of retelling may depend on the
context and the realities of the times, and how my readers would make sense out of it.
Narratives can become spaces for stories where one could voice out her beliefs and views
for example on societal issues. Even if one could do this through the spaces created by
original stories, a different kind of responsibility comes with retelling. Retellers prolong
the life of works of past narrators and writers whose stories deserve to live on because of
its undeniable efficacity that surpasses time, generation and the dichotomy of spaces.
Aiken’s statement on The Way to Write for Children, elaborates more my take on
salaysay when she said that “children need to get from the stories they read a sense of their
own inner existence, and the archetypal links that connect them with the unexplored past;
of the similarity in patterns between large and small, old and new; they need to receive
something that extends beyond ordinary reality” (17). The next thing that I take into
consideration is to whom I do the retelling. I specifically think of children across any class
structure as audience because in Reyes’s stories, the whole community was his audience
and not just the children. In his time, both the young and the old would read Liwayway
Magazine; and in the case of his stories enjoyed by children, adults would do the reading
aloud or storytelling for children who still did not know how to read. That is why the
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image of Lola Basyang, seated on a rocking chair surrounded by kids who attentively listen
to her storytelling, is considered very iconic.
When I read the manuscripts of Reyes, I chose the stories that I could retell by
bearing in mind the possibilities of stories that are relevant to children in the sense that
they can easily relate to the issues being discussed in story. Likewise, I pay attention to the
kind of fantasy and fantastic devices used in the resolution of the story. Once I have chosen
the stories, the fourth step is owning the story. This means that the reteller owns the story
making her voice prevail in the story with consideration and respect to the original
elements and devices.

Figure 5. Mga Kuwento ni Lola Basyang (The Stories of Grandmother Basyang Anthology) (Bellen,
Christine S. 2004)

Fifth, after the owning and immersing in the story, is the “interfering” in the story. I
will use Alamat ng Lamok (Legend of the Mosquito) as an example. In more than 400
stories of Severino Reyes, none of them was a legend. The original title of the story is
Pangako ng Higante (Giant’s Promise), which was published in Liwayway Magazine on
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November 4, 1938. This story is suitable for children because its theme was on personal
hygiene, cleanliness and taking care of the environment. Dengue caused by mosquitoes
became a widespread problem in the Philippine. This issue inspired my retelling because
every Filipino child can relate to it. In decentering the tale, my retelling strategy focused
on the power of the townspeople in solving the problem instead on the king.
In the original story of Reyes, the focus was on characters such as the king and his
servants, the duke, and the guards of the kingdom. The story opens with the king being a
kind-hearted and competent leader of his realm:
Noong araw, doon sa isang bayang hindi naman lubhang kalayuan sa Pilipinas, ay
may isang hari. Ang haring ito, ay totoong mabait at mabuting magpasunod sa
kanyang mga nasasakupan. Kaya naman siya’y mahal na mahal ng lahat. (Reyes 7)
Once upon a time, in a faraway land, there was a king. This king was a very kind
and benevolent leader to his subjects. That was why everyone loved him so much.
(Reyes 7)
But a man-eating giant threatened the peace and security of the entire kingdom. The
king’s advisers helped him in coming up with a strategy in killing the giant, while the duke
and the soldiers assisted him in combat. The townspeople only gave information on where
the giant lives, and then they all went into hiding because they were terrified of being eaten
by the giant. When they lost their battle against the giant, the king, together with the duke,
voluntarily surrendered to the giant. The giant then devoured the duke and left the king for
his son to eat. When the giant left the cave, the king tricked the giant’s son and discovered
where the father giant’s heart was. “In his knee,” the young giant revealed. And so when
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the giant arrived, the king immediately stabbed its knee and defeated the giants. Below is
the narration of the violent scene in the story:
Dahilan sa pag-aalala ng haring pagbalikan pa ng lakas ang kanyang kalaban, ay
muli niyang tinaga ang kamay ng higante. Inulos niya ang dalawang mga mata at
nang hindi na makakita, ay saka niya sinaksak ang nagdudugo nang tuhod. (Reyes
10)
The king was worried that the giant might regain its strength, and so he stabbed it
again, this time in the hand. He then pierced both of the eyes of the giant, and when
it was already blinded, he cuts its knee that was already gushing with blood. (Reyes
10)
Before finally dying, the giant left a curse that even if he dies, he and his son would
come back to bite him and the townspeople. The king then had the dead bodies of the
giants burned and had their ashes thrown into the sea. The townspeople had returned to
their houses. But after a few days, there were insects biting people. When the insect bites
the king, he heard the voice of the giant:
Iyan ang sumpa ko sa iyo. Sinabi ko sa iyong mapatay mo man ako’y papasok din
ako sa bayan upang kayo’y kagatin. Noon pa lamang naniwala ang hari sa sinabing
sumpa ng higante. (Reyes 10)
That is my curse to you. I told you that you may have killed me but I can still infest
your town and bite you all. The king finally believed the giant’s curse. (Reyes 10)
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In my intrusion in Reyes’s story, for it to be retold, I use my skills as a creative
writer who also writes original stories. When I read the story, it recounts the origin of
mosquitoes and the curse of the giant is only a device for the conflict to end but is not the
main focus. So, I retitled the story, The Legend of the Mosquito. Here I gave the giant a
name that can be remembered by children. I called the giant Amok, which literally means
to behave uncontrollably, go wild, or to pick up a fight even without a reason. That was
how I saw my giant character in the story and that was how he would be characterized.
What was the reason of the giant’s attack in the town? The original story was not able to
answer this, so I paid attention to the town as the focal point of the story. I made them
prosperous but very unhygienic with their bodies, and surroundings. Then I remembered
that very small insect in Bicol that can penetrate the skin because of too much dirt which
we would call tungaw. And there was also that wild plant that has round-shaped fruits,
which was called tungaw-tungaw because the fruits’ minuteness, reddishness and
roundness resemble to that of an insect tungaw. Hence, I named the town Tungaw. Below
is the beginning of my retelling:
Noong unang panahon, sagana ang lahat sa bayan ng Tungaw. Mataba ang lupang
taniman dito. Masasaya ang mga tao. Ngunit marumi sila sa kanilang kapaligiran.
Madalas na naglulusak sa dumi ang mga bakuran. Nagkalat ang mga balat ng prutas
kahit saan. Nanlilimahid ang mga bata sa daan. (Bellen 1)
Once upon a time, the town of Tungaw lived in abundance. Its land was very
fertile. People were filled with joy. But they could not keep their surroundings
clean. Their yards are often sludgy because of all kinds of filth. Fruit peelings are
everywhere. There are grimy children in the streets. (Bellen 1)
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Many of the residents went on missing. They called the attention of their king who
in turn instructed them to be very vigilant.
Kahit ubuhin sila sa nakasusulasok na mga basura, araw at gabing
nagbantay ang mga taong bayan at mga kawal. Hanggang sa makita nila ang
paglitaw ng higanteng Amok sa may paanan ng bundok. Kinuha nito ang
isang magsasaka at agad na nilulon. “Wala nang sasarap pa sa maruruming
tao! Buuurp. Dighay ng higante. (Bellen 5)
Even if the people and the guards were already coughing because of the
stench coming from the garbage, they still watched over their town all-day
and all-night. Until they all saw the giant Amok emerging from the foot of
the mountain. It grabbe\d a farmer and immediately swallowed him.
“Nothing’s more delicious than dirty and smelly humans!” Buuurp. The
giant burped. (Bellen 5)
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Figure 6. Alamat ng Lamok (The Legend of the Mosquito) (Bellen, Christine S. 2004)

Since the part where the giant eats people is violent, I needed to balance the tone of
my narration for the children but I did not remove this part because It would be
underestimating the children if you shelter them too much. I though of the games that
children would play like chasing and scaring each other, which sometimes may involve
slightly violent words and expressions. This observation has somehow guide me in my
narration, in using their “language.” This is not to lighten things up but more of
“interfering in the text” in which I also need to go into the sensibility of the young readers.
In my retelling, the king, the soldiers and the entire town all helped to kill the giant
but they did not succeed at first. Upon learning that the giant craves for their dirtiness and
smelliness, the whole community helped in cleaning their town. Later on, the king
discovered that the giant’s heart was not in its chest; that was why it was so hard for them
to kill it.
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Nang muling lumusob ang higante, pinaulanan nila ito ng pana sa dibdib. Ngunit
parang walang puso ang higante. Hindi ito nasasaktan. (Bellen 12)
When the giant invaded again, they attacked it by shooting arrows, hitting its chest.
But the giant did not seem to have a heart. It cannot be hurt. (Bellen 12)
The king intentionally let the giant capture him so that he would know where it
lives. He was brought in a cave and there he saw the giant’s son who then eats the humans
brought to him by his father. When the giant left, the king forced the young giant to reveal
where his father’s heart is at. The giant’s heart was in its nose and that explained why it
finds dirty people and surroundings delicious and appealing. I moved the heart from the
original knee location to the nose to logically follow the narrative that the giant’s life relies
on its ability to smell filthy and stinky people and surroundings. In Classen, Howes, and
Synnott’s, Aroma The Cultural History of Smell, posits that “smell is powerful. Odours
affects us on a physical, psychological and social level” (1). The giant as another symbol
of power in the story, hated the commoners for their smell. “While groups in the centrepoliticians, businessmen- are characterized by a symbolic lack of scent, those in the
periphery are classified as odorous” (161). To defeat the giant, with the help from the
townspeople, I made the king climb up a tall tree so that he could cut off the giant’s nose.
They then burned the old and the young giants but the former also swore that:
Hindi nyo kami mapapatay. Hangga’t marumi ang inyong paligid, babalik
kami at sisipsipin ang inyong mga dugo!.” Sigaw ng higanteng Amok bago
siya matupok ng apoy. (Bellen 24)
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“You cannot kill us. As long as your town is dirty, we would always come
back and suck your blood!” Amok, the giant, yelled before he was finally
burned in fire. (Bellen 24)
The townspeople threw the ashes of the giants into the river. I changed the sea, in
the original version, to a river in my retelling because it was logical and scientificallyaccurate for the narrative to use the river where mosquitoes lay their eggs, especially when
the water is no longer flowing which is caused by garbage dumping. The small insects
later on would be called mosquitoes from the giant’s name, Amok which will evolve to
Lamok or mosquito in Filipino. The retelling ended with the entire town’s efforts. The
townspeople then cleaned up the river so that mosquitoes would no longer infest their
place.
There are only a few studies on retellings. One is Kroeber’s Retelling/Rereading,
which states that “story can thus preserve ideas, beliefs, and convictions without permitting
them into abstract dogma.

Narrative allows us to test our ethical principles in our

imagination and confusion of contingent circumstance (9). It is difficult to assess if there
are excesses or shortcomings in one’s retelling because aside from one’s own skills,
retellings also depend on one’s interpretation and intentions for the readers and audience.
Hence, there is always something that longs to be achieved and changed in retellings that
can be offered to every generation because “every story establishes its own history, the
history of being preserved by being remade anew in every retelling. (61).
Fantasy, as a genre, in Reyes’ stories serves as a neutral space for our imagination.
He has revived the marginalized voice of a woman into the Filipino’s consciousness by
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being the storyteller. The use of a grandmother or a lola—an old woman—may be seen as
Reyes’s way of paying homage to women narrators and folk wisdom-keepers of
indigenous Philippine culture, known as the babaylan or the priestesses. “Even before the
Spaniards arrived, there was a woman or sometimes a man whose task was to teach the
children mores and customs of the tribes. S/he did this after a religious ritual and in the
form of songs or chants. These tribal leaders were called babaylan. Many historical records
are strong in belief that the babaylan was a woman” (Diaz de Rivera 5). This is where I
would also want to ground my voice as a reteller and writer for children. As a woman
writer, I have traversed the center and the periphery, which are both shaping my identity,
consciousness and imagination. The center has given me the formal education for writing,
the literary and artistic patronage among other opportunities, but the periphery nourished
and substantiated my imagination. I have experienced being in the middle and being
marginalized; and I come home to both spaces to create my own center, my new “middle,”
with an understanding why I write for children.
The position of being in that middle gives more value as an intellectual free agent.
This is in line with Elster’s methodological individualism which makes the empirical
assumption that groups are composed by individuals who are rational and self-interested.
They act accordingly by making rational choices among viable options when faced by
historical necessity (O’Hara 416-417). I want a position where I have the capacity to
choose my actions, collectively or individually for society’s needed change. The middle as
my position in two worlds enhances my writing as my voice lies from the tension and
fusion of both spaces. As Anzaldua summarizes this traversing of spaces, in the fusion of
all the places she has been to and paths that ahe has crossed, “and suddenly I feel
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everything is rushing to a center, a nucleus. All the lost pieces of myself come flying from
the deserts and the mountains and the valleys, magnetized toward the center. Completa”
(51). The nucleus that Anzaldua would call is what I understand as the core— the center
for writers who traverses the landscapes of different places and spaces. There are no
limitations. I would choose to settle in my hybridized self, responding to the call of the
historic mountain that I traversed but never left. I lived in both worlds and I am free to
flow through them, leading to break the notion of the middle as a limitation, to be a venue
of fluidity. I can tell stories of many memories of childhood that transcends time and
landscape. I am able to tread through different languages while embracing different homes,
to create new one for young readers, who are the key for the nation’s future.

1

For Bachelard, space is everything, for time ceases to quicken memory and we are unable to relive duration
that has been destroyed. We can only think of it, in line of an abstract time that is deprived of all its
thickness. The finest specimens of a fossilized duration concretized as a result of long sojourn, are to be
found in and through space. The unconscious abides. Memories are motionless, and the more securely they
are fixed in space, the sounder they are. Bachelard, Gaston. The Poetics of Space (Boston: Beacon Press,
1994) 9.
2

The 1986 EDSA People Power or Revolution is democracy in its rawest form. This involved the mass
participation of Filipinos taking to the streets to oust the dictatorship. The historical uprising occurred
between Feb. 22 and 25, 1986 when a military coup about to fall flat on its face succeeded when the aroused
citizenry of Metro Manila rallied around the rebels and forced the Marcoses to flee. Francia, Luis H. A
History of the Philippines, From Indios Bravos to Filipinos. (New York: The Overlook Press, 2010) 259.
3

With the opening of Suez Canal in 1869, the travel between Spain and the islands became shorter, safer, and
speedier. It not only “dispelled to some extent the atmosphere of the middle ages” in which Filipinos “were
wrapped,” according to Pardo de Tavera, but the “modern ideas of liberty began to penetrate the minds of the
natives.” We may add that the Filipino migration abroad. Agoncillo, Teodoro A. History of the Filipino
People, Eight Edition. (Manila: C& E Publishing Inc. 2012) 124.
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Chapter 2

From Intramuros to Extramuros to Smokey Mountain: The Manila-Centric
Philippine Children’s Literature

“Manila was viewed as the seat of power and whoever captured it controlled the
nation as well”. -Cristina Evangelista Torres ( The Americanization of Manila 1898-1921)

Jane Jacob’s “Edge of Empire” supports Torres’ view about Manila as the capital
of the Philippines. Even if Manila is not among the first world cities categorized by Jacobs,
her thoughts about cities established by colonizers are applicable to colonized nations.
Manila as the center holds the nation’s power and whoever conquers it rules the whole
nation. As the seat of power, Manila influences not only the spatial structures but also the
nation’s type of urbanization because “the city is also an important component in the
spatiality of imperialism. It was through these cities that the resources of colonized lands
were harnessed and reconnected to cities in imperial heartland (Jacobs 4). ” The imperial
project did not only benefit the colonizer but also resulted into the exploitation of the
country’s resources. This led to a lot of problems in the city as a site of power like the
discrimination among those in the periphery. “As the work on the nexus of power and
identity within the imperial process has been elaborated, so many of the conceptual
binaries that were seen as fundamental to its architecture of power have been
problematised” (14). Binaries like modern and laid back, fast and slow, sophisticated and
traditional; center and periphery among others are products of such dialectics.These
demarcations help establish colonial constructs in a lot of forms of displacements that is
found in the structures, ruins and landmarks established and left by the colonizers. “The
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dialectic of place and displacement is always a feature of postcolonial societies whether
these have been created by a process of settlement, intervention, or a mixture of the two”
(Ashcroft et. al. 9). The aforementioned situation often translates into the literature and
culture of the colonized nation. Hence, a critical study is needed to expose the colonial
city’s scope and limitations of power and the excesses of the “metropolitan core” (Jacobs
15).
This chapter interrogates Manila as the center of the production and distribution of
Philippine Children’s Literature. To situate Manila’s role in the imperial projects, its
history will be discussed in lieu of the parameters of the Intramuros and Extramuros, “a
demarcation of Manila space established during Spanish and American colonization” (Dela
Costa 1992; Devilles 2002; Torres 2010). Details on how Manila were built, destroyed
and re-established as the center of power in the hands of various colonial masters and its
effect on the production of children’s literature will be tackled. The Smokey Mountain or
the city’s mountain of garbage will be used as a trope representing the capitalists’ excesses.
In this chapter, I wanted to argue that children’s literature in the Philippines is
Manila-centric because of the center’s monopoly and domination of its production and
distribution.

The capitalist system within the contexture of advocacy in children’s

literature produced a centric sensibility that caters to strengthen the city’s power as it
continue to propagate the imperialist project of colonization. This will be proven in the
second part of the chapter where a discursive trope is used to illustrate Smokey Mountain,
which is a literal mountain of garbage, to metaphorically represent the city’s excesses.A
close reading of selected contemporary children’s stories in a post colonial framework will
also be discussed.
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I would argue that Philippine Children’s Literature as Manila-centric because this is
where it started as a literary genre. The term ‘centric’ is used in the study to highlight the
hegemony of the center, which is a colonial heritage to colonized states. This can be
gleaned in the continuity of colonial language, organizations, education, culture among
other agencies embedded in the center. The center is recognized as the main venue where
the states’ activities like business, education and governance culminate.

Philippine

Children’s Literature is Manila-centric because it is where the majority of literary
production takes place.
According to Paterno (12), Manila spearheaded the children’s book publication for
Filipino children in the 1960s which continues until today. Manila also wrote Philippine
Children’s Literature’s history and asserts its position in Philippine Literature. In 1994, the
publication of Bumasa at Lumaya (Read and Be Freed): A Sourcebook on Children’s
Literature in the Philippines gives legitimacy to the history of Philippine Children’s
Literature. It is the bible for students and researchers interested in Philippine Children’s
Literature. Studies found in journals, magazines, encyclopedias and books feature histories
by authors who wrote about the genre’s 1968-2011, (Coquia 1968; Rivera 1982; Netzorg;
Almario et.al. 1994; Tiongson 1994; Cobaria 1998; Alabado 2001; Diaz de Rivera 2004;
Evasco 2011).
In writing the history, the center selects works that make the canon. Manila is also
the locus for the institutionalization of all national Philippine Literature including
Philippine Children’s Literature1 which “became a highly profitable area for many
publishers” (Reynolds 16). Hence, distribution for Manila and the regions come from
Manila. Further, Manila started the academe’s advocacy for the development of Philippine
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Children’s Literature in the establishment of organizations, competitions, awards, courses
on creative writing, thereby making its “centrist authority” (Ashcroft et. al. 100) in the
mode of production. Hence it is imperative of the colonizer’s role in Manila’s
establishment as the center of power, and how it changes through time in order to deeply
understand the articulations of children’s literature and the history of Philippine Children’s
Literature.
Intramuros and Extramuros of Manila: From the Seat of Power to the City’s
Excesses
In order to comprehend the decentralization of the centric literature, it is necessary
to apprehend first the center that it challenges-Manila.

History illustrates Manila’s

landscape as a function of colonial power. When the Spaniards conquered the Philippines
in 1571, Martin de Goiti learned that it was ruled by three Rajas namely: Soliman,
Matanda, at Lakandula (Torres 15). The Spaniards burned Manila, stripped her powers in
order to establish their own center. When they re-established Manila, “it was built to suit
their needs and plans. After the invasion by the Chinese pirate Limahong in 1574, it
became necessary to build stone walls around the city and strengthen its forts” (19). The
Walled City’s territory expanded and defined its power. The term intramuros and
extramuros is the materialization of Spanish colonization; “Manila intramuros (inside the
walls) and a Manila extramuros (outside the walls)” (Joaquin 72). The construction of a
fort amidst a walled community signifies power and exclusivity. The area outside the walls
is called the Parian, a marginalized periphery where ordinary Filipinos and the Chinese
businessmen reside. ” (74). “While stone replaced most structures within the city walls, the
natives continued to live in nipa huts outside the walls” (Torres 21).The division of space
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is clear although relations are not only limited to those from the inside and the outside
walls. Devilles describes in his reading about Intramuros and Extramuros,
The walls of Intramuros did not just divide or exclude. As a concomitant of
difference and a continual reminder of separation, the walls became permeable for
the interpenetration between the colonizers and the colonized. The walls virtually
vaporized for the production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services
of the outsiders. The early visitors of Intramuros noted that there was no market
inside Intramuros. The Parian, which was located outside served as the market and
its residents, known to Spaniards as Sangleys, as the source of skilled manpower.
(43)
The dialectical relationship between intramuros and extramuros defines the power of those
from the inside as it further differentiates their power to dictate the state while those of the
outside concern themselves with labor. However, those from the outside hold a subversive
position as they create routines and repetitions (Appadurai 66) of consumption habits of
those in Intramuros. Likewise, those from the extramuros somehow regulate the basic
goods and services of the intramuros. “In any socially regulated set of consumption
practices, those that center around the body, and especially around feeding of the body,
take on the function of structuring temporal rhythm, of setting the minimum temporal
measure on which much more complex and chaotic patterns can be built” (68). Knowing
that the periphery controls the goods and services, those in power used Althusserian
repressive state apparatus like laws and taxes to take control. Ideological state apparatus
like religion and education were also utilized in the form of religion and education as
manifested in didactic and religious nature of children’s books. This served as a way to be
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accepted as masters while controlling and discriminating the colonized. Though,
extramuros is also where the seed of subversion and motivations for subsequent
revolutionary movements took root. Jose Rizal was executed during the Spanish
colonization in Bagumbayan (New City) now Luneta Park. Rizal’s death amplified the
revolutionary spirit of the Filipinos against Spain. Hence, to commemorate his heroism, a
monument was built in Luneta Park that still stood today.
When the Americans conquered the Philippines they did not forget historical
markers like Intramuros. Under Architect Daniel H. Burnham, it was renovated in line with
his project for “City Beautiful Movement” (Torres 57). Burnham knew the structure’s
history before even beginning with the project. “He noted that the walls of the fortress
were built as a protection against foreign invasion, first by the Chinese pirates, followed by
the Dutch and the English. He took note of the Philippine Revolution, referring to it as the
insurrection that broke out in 1896 and which cost the life of Dr. Rizal” (59). Hence even
if his plan is impractical, he found ways. “The walls of Intramuros that caused traffic
obstruction and poor ventilation were to be retained due to their historic and archeological
significance” (61). “He however, suggested piercing the wall to have new gates for the
streets that would pass through” (62).
The Americans built a lot of structures like roads, transport system, electricity,
hospitals and public schools. The latter paved the way not only for the elite but for
everyone to get an education, “As soon as the American military authorities occupied
Manila, the first public schools were opened with American soldiers as teachers” (138).
American educational system is very different from the Spanish education. The latter was
authoritarian, bias towards male students and the wealthy. However, despite its openness,
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social mobility could only take place through the acceptance of American standards. “The
modernization of society was equated with Westernization, which is the implementation of
a Western framework and of a Western value system” (164).
This type of education paved the way for pedagogical turn in children’s literature
found in textbooks. Americans used the books to create obedient colonial subjects. Even in
the move for the Filipinization of governance, education was held longer by Americans.
“The department of education was never entrusted to Filipinos. Americans always headed
this department” (Constantino 4). If religion was the Spanish way of subjugation, the
Americans used education. “Philippine education was shaped by the overriding objective
of preserving and expanding American control” (5). And in the course of expanding the
education system, Manila was developed as the center. “Manila was evolving as an
American city where Americans could savor the amenities of American living” (Torres
70). The city was planned not only for aesthetic purposes but more for the Americans’
comfortable stay in the Philippines. Therefore, Americans really established the empire to
benefit them while running the country. “While Intramuros was retained as a relic of
Manila’s Hispanic traditions, the Americans identified the area South of Pasig to become
the center of the American vision for building a “Washington in the Orient.” Neo-classical
edifices with Greco-Roman columns dotted the city landscape to serve as government
buildings, schools, and hospitals” (169). Colonial structures also represent how Filipino
consciousness changed. Like the Intramuros relic that continuously served as panoptic of
Spanish power. This continued in the designs of the churches which became bastions of
conservatism. On the other hand, American structures served as the superficial face of
democracy. Both structures contributed to various issues on Philippine identity, culture and
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history. The American-Japanese War began when Pearl Harbor was bombed on Dec. 1941,
“as a consequence, the Philippines was occupied by the Japanese. For three years, the
Filipinos suffered the rigors of war. Civil liberties were suppressed by the enemy; the
economy was geared to the demands of the Japanese war efforts; education was revamped
to re-orient Filipino thinking along Japanese lines; and political life was limited to the
Japanese-sponsored Republic” (Agoncillo 401). Agoncillo interprets Japanese occupation
of Manila in terms of its importance as an American colony and no other Superpower can
intrude in their “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” (411) or Asia for Asians project.
The Japanese did not prioritize changing Manila’s landscape. They forced the
rehabilitation of the Filipinos in order to sway them to support their ideology. “The
Japanese knew that the Filipinos loved the Americans and the announcement that the
Filipinos would be allowed to develop a culture and that the Philippines was for the
Filipinos was a part of the Japanese gamble to alienate the former’s affection from the
Americans” (426). However, the Japanese were brutal and cruel in killing their enemies
which according to Agoncillo pushed a lot of Filipinos to become guerillas. “The Japanese
occupation was infamous not only because of the ferocity of the military conquerors, but
also because the Filipinos as a whole had lost their social and moral balance” (414).
Because of this harsh environment, there is hardly any production of children’s literature
under the Japanese. Aside from the fact that everything was ruined, more Filipinos went to
the mountains to join the guerilla movement in the provinces. During the Japanese
occupation, Central Luzon- particularly the provinces of Pampanga, Nueva Ecija, Bulacan,
and Tarlac was the center of the Huk struggle” (Pomeroy 32). While others stayed in the

Bellen 109
city and the plains to encourage more volunteers. Unfortunately, the Japanese machinery is
more powerful than the said efforts.
It was Christmas in 1944 when Christmas cards from US Bombers spread in
Manila, according to Joaquin it read as follows: “The Commander-in-Chief, the officers
and men of the American forces of liberation in the Pacific wish their gallant allies, the
people of the Philippines, all the blessings of Christmas and the realization of their fervent
hopes for the New Year” (193). The City was further damaged when Americans drove the
Japanese away. A lot of Japanese soldiers became so afraid that they fled and seek refuge
in the Mountain Province in the Cordilleras (192) while waiting for their rescue from
Tokyo. Other Japanese soldiers robbed, burned houses and raped the civilians to
compensate for the misfortune. Joaquin further narrates, ‘Not the Americans but the
Japanese destroyed the Intramuros” (197). The Japanese left a devastated Philippines and
in order to rehabilitate, the United States gave material and financial aid to the Philippines
on condition that the American parity rights in the expoitation of the country’s natural
resources. Amidst economic, social, and political confusion, the Republic of the
Philippines was born to shoulder the responsibilities attendant to an independent existence”
(Agoncillo 443).
During the Philippine rehabilitation, Manila was prioritized by the government and
re-established her role as its capital. In 1946, Manuel Roxas was elected as the first
president of the post-war Philippines. “Elected amidst the ruins and hunger, Roxas, in his
inaugural address laid down his policy: “the rebuilding of the economy that was broken
and destroyed by war, the industrialization of the country, the encouragement of Filipinos
to participate in all the operations of our new economy at all levels, devotion, to the ideals
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of an invisible peace and an indivisible world, close cooperation with the United States,
and the restoration of the rule of law and government as arbitrer of right among the people”
(452). The Philippines failed to achieve real freedom even after the war. She is obliged to
pay the price to the Americans who rescued her from the Japanese. As Jacobs cites Said,
direct colonialism has largely ended but imperialism…lingers where it has always been, in
a kind of general cultural sphere as well as in specific political, ideological, economic, and
social practices” (qtd. Said 16).
As real freedom failed to be achieved, the guerillas continued their struggle against
the Americans until the 1950s. “Scattered over Luzon and upon other islands of the
archipelago, in mountains, in forest, in swamp, in the grassland areas, giving base and
shelter to perhaps 10,000 Huks or Hukbong Mapagpalaya ng Bayan (Army of National
Liberation) armed guerilla soldiers and political workers of one category or another. These
are the People of the Outside, the hidden world that exists beyond the open world, and that
gives direction to the large mass base of followers who live in the barrios, towns, and cities
under the noses of the government troops” (Pomeroy 9).

The Huks speak for the

disenfranchised despite their fight against the empire. Their voices found refuge in the
mountains, in the outskirts and the peripheries and even those few in the center. In the
coming years, the Huks will be joined by nationalist youth in the struggle against
imperialism.
In his book, Joaquin describes Manila in the 1960s as the bastion of American
popular culture while the cultural markers of the city were re-established in order to remind
her of her past. Amidst low-waist pants, musical bands and the youth who dreams to
become The Beatles, while singing Hey Jude and Can’t Take My Eyes Off You, “in 1963,
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Manila got a Bonifacio monument, the revolutionary leader, on Plaza Lawton; a big
handsome new theater, the Cinerama; an illuminated Triangle of Freedom in front of City
Hall; vapor mercury lamps on España and Santa Mesa; and a “purified” Rizal monument”
(214). Amidst of these is the ambition of most pro-American politicians to be the next
president of the Philippines. “Rumor had it that Marcos was the fair-haired boy of the
American Department of Defense, while Macapagal was painted as the fair-haired boy of
the Department of State. The candidate of the Progressive Party of the Philippines, Raul
Manglapus did not escape the rumor: that he was not only an “American Boy” but also the
candidate of the Catholic hierarchy of the Philippines” (Agoncillo 499). This scenario has
proven the effect of American education in molding the colonized minds as perfect
allegiance of America that will serve as the next leader of the Philippines. America’s
neocolonial project continued when Marcos won as president of the Philippines. “There is
a second moment of US imperialism in the Philippines, namely the moment of its
nationalization under the US-Marcos dictatorship. Metro Manila served simultaneously as
a showcase of modernity for the attraction of predominantly US capital and as instrument
for the greater integration of the Philippine economy to international world market”
(Tadiar 237). To fight this kind of system, the Communist Party of the Philippines was
founded in 1968 by Jose Maria Sison that “proclaims the need to clarify the term “people”
as part of the project of the transformative national democracy” (265). The term “people”
became equivalent to “masa or masses,” “which in its positive political form is articulated
as the political unity forged against imperialism and feudalism” (266). Militant youth
groups heed Sison’s exortation on “The Need for a Cultural Revolution” (266) which
follows the “aesthtetic political program of Talks at the Yenan Forum of Mao Tse Tung”
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(267). Group of intellectuals and cultural workers were very much influenced by this and
has led to the birth of revolutionary literature. “The notion of the “Great Divide” or the
divergent trajectories of the elite and the masses within the Philippine nation came to great
importance after the Second World War, defining national politics in the post
independence era and becoming the central theme of the nationalist historiography” (267).
This flow of history gave birth to Philippine children’s literature. From what I
stated in my introduction, the decade of 60s and 70s were crucial for some writers when
they decided that it is time to have a body of literature for Filipino children that will uphold
their rights in the society. The center dictates its production because of history but later
on will become subjected to capitalism as an industry. Philippine Children’s Literature
also ironically begins its production when one of the minor projects of Imelda Marcos was
to feed the public school children by means of food and “feeding” the mind through
stories. With her Nutrition Center of the Philippines that began in the late 70s” (Diaz de
Rivera 7), the Communication Center of the Philippines spearheaded publishing books for
children, that eventually became Adarna Publishing and was now privately owned by
Virgilio Almario who was anti-Marcos during those period. As an alternative reading
materials, it is unavoidable for children’s books to be commodified. Zipes labelled these
manner as commodity, “we distinguish and misrecognize children’s literature in its form of
exchange value, as commodity. It is inevitable that we do this because its symbolic value
in our institutional practices necessitates this” (Zipes 65). Adarna Publishing initiated the
publishing of picture books and since then became the popular form in publishing
children’s stories in the Philippines. Aside from this, the language that is used is the
language of the center which is bilingual Filipino and English. Other Philippine dialects
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are not represented in children’s books since Filipino and English both serves as lingua
franca to the country; a reason for the publishers to capitalize on this languages including
the distribution to Filipino diaspora. “Children’s books that are solely written in Filipino
language or in other Philippine dialects are not given importance. English being the
priority language is much relevant for Filipino children to learn” (Evasco 126). Moreover,
Manila’s space and its material condition has a big impact in the production of children’s
literature in the Philippines.
Despite the Philippine’s huge debt to World Bank is the continous display of the
superficial development, modernity, and the opening to world market as part of its
neoliberalist participation. “As an attempt to synchronize Philippine urban life with the
developed metropolitan world – the former acting in the desire for and identification with
the latter as the highest instance of progress on earth- the metropolitanization of Manila
consisted of innumerable projects of beautification, infrastracturalization improvements,
and the construction of hotels, cultural centers, and international convention halls” (237).
From all these artificial beautification is the grave condition of poverty of the people. “The
metropolitanization of Manila created its own contradictory refuse in the form of the urban
excess population and the informal economy they motored as the means of their survival”
(237). As part of the “New Society” (Joaquin 220) project of the Marcoses are the
uncontrollable construction of structures of Imelda that earns her to have edifice complex 2
in order to make

Manila a truly cosmopolitan space.

mismanaged disposal of its excesses.

Opposite to this is Manila’s

The accumulation of waste became a literal

mountain of garbage in the northwest portion of the city that is now known as the Smokey
Mountain. “The dumping site of Manila’s garbage, where a community of thousands thrive
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on scavenging, becomes a symbol of these lives that are thrashed by society, human flies
living on garbage” (Tadiar 164).

This mountain of garbage is symbolic to the

government’s corruption and unequal distribution of services to its people. To avoid the
people’s resistance and revolt from this extreme binary in the city, as well as to reorganize
the Philippines into regions, Martial Law was implemented to retain order in society.
“Martial Law was ostensibly a tool to synchronize Philippine production with the demands
of transnational capital, a synchronization no doubt employed as a way of immediately
securing the material trappings and accoutrements of advanced capitalist economies for the
regime’s direct utilization and enjoyment” (157). Martial Law gave more power and
protection to the government in anticipation to the people’s negative reactions to the
violation of their democratic rights.
Given the context of the Philippines under the Martial Law, Rizal’s Mt Makiling be
likened to Marcos’ Smokey Mountain. A golden ginger was given to the Mt. Makiling’s
visitors, while Smokey Mountain makes garbage scavenging as a livelihood to the poorest
people of the city. This situation proves the saying “garbage is gold”even if the scavengers
can’t even support their daily needs. The poorest in the city is the most marginalized. They
don’t have access even to the lowliest jobs; hence they rely on whatever income the
Smokey Mountain brings. Marcos embodies the evil fairy responsible for the birth of the
Smokey Mountain. If Maria Makiling’s kingdom pertains to Mt. Makiling, the Marcos’ has
their own palace that symbolizes their power and contrary to the poverty in the Smokey
Mountain. Aside from the official presidential residence in Malacañang Palace, the
Marcoses also built extravagant houses in the Ilocos Region, Baguio City and Tagaytay.3
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The Marcos family lived an extravagant lifestyle owing to the wealth provided by
the people’s tax and labor. The First Family’s lifestyle is a binary opposite of the residents
of the Smokey Mountain. The latter becomes a hallmark in Philippine history as a
reminder of the excessive rule and excess of the Marcos regime. Tondo, Manila was the
seat of power before Intramuros was built. It was a kingdom governed by Datus and
Rajas, now it is where the Smokey Mountain can be found. The transformation of a former
place of power to a marginalized dumpsite is symbolical in relation to the effects of
excessive capitalism. In the years that follow, Smokey Mountain underwent rehabilitation
to address the mismanaged waste system and air pollution. It was covered by soil and at
present, some grass started to grow in it. Tenements were provided for the residents
although nothing has really changed because Smokey Mountain is still the place where the
city’s extreme poverty can be found.
Excessive, excess, waste and redundancy are concepts that can be found in
analyzing the Manila-centric orientation of Philippine Children’s Literature. As part of the
city’s capitalism, publication of books became a lucrative business for the center because it
is where the system originated and ruled. Even if Children’s Literature as a genre has and
advocacy to promote Children’s Rights, it is without saying that the books’ influence on
children dictates, shapes and maintains their position in society especially because power
comes from the nation’s center. “Indeed, it was not possible for a broad range of books to
be approved and to reach children in specific ways until the system of production,
distribution, and reception was instituted and became focused on how to socialize children
through reading. Children’s needs were not necessarily taken into consideration. It was and
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still is the need of the socio-economic order that dictates how the children will be formed
and what forms are and are not acceptable” (Zipes 46).
To support the argument for the Manila-centric orientation of Philippine Children’s
Literature, a post-colonial analysis of selected picture books is proposed. Although I must
admit that in doing so, it is difficult for me because I have been a product of the center. I
am involved in the production of Philippine Children’s Literature for about 15 years now;
therefore I need to look at it as an insider looking in. In this process, the involved self
becomes the other while at the same time undergoes the process of othering. However, it is
not necessary to detach from oneself to analyze one’s own world because this is part of the
complex process of decolonization in postcolonialism. According to McGillis,“in
reconceiving our true identity as self-otherness, he convincingly rehabilitates otherness as
part of the self. To enter the world of another, we must become Other than we are. We are
always faced with the Other. We cannot escape otherness” (qtd by Xie 2). On the other
hand, Mohanty says that, “we possess the capacity for a certain kind of second degree
thought, that is, not merely the capacity to act purposefully but also to reflect on our
actions, to evaluate actions and purposes in terms of larger ideas we might hold about, say,
our political and moral world or our sense of beauty or form” (qtd by Xie 3). McGillis and
Mohanty’s arguments are relevant because to them, it is not only theorizing that is
necessary but also the pragmatics and appropriateness of a writer-scholar’s journey in the
field of Childrens’ Literature. According to Xie, “all these new conceptions of otherness
shock us into a renewed perspective on the relationship of self and other. They point to the
complexity and multipositionality of identity, reformulating the issue of identity as a
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matter of difference, hence challenging us to move beyond reductive binary structures of
knowledge (2).”
Modern stories were selected. All of them were written by authors recognized by
Don Carlos Palanca Memorial Award, the most prestigious literary honor in the
Philippines. The stories are Chun by MariviSoliven-Blanco, Basta Ayoko Pang Matulog (I
Don’t Want to Go to Bed Yet) by Dr. Luis Gatmaitan and Ang Ikaklit sa Aming Hardin
(Ikaklit in Our Garden) by Bernadette Neri. I selected these works as a representation of
modern books in the Philippines inspired by experiences of contemporary children. There
is also a balance among these works in terms of publication. Chun is published by
Bookmark, Inc., a mainstream publisher; while Ayoko Pang Matulog is published by OMF
Books, a popular Christian publisher and Ang Ikaklit is an advocacy book independently
published by the author. Postcolonial analysis focuses on Chun’s historical context,
Western and consumerist perspective on the idea of sleep in Basta Ayoko Pang Matulog (I
Don’t Want to Go to Bed Yet), and the representation of gender issue in Ikaklit sa aming
Hardin (Ikaklit in our Garden).
One of my personal favorites in Philippine children’s literature is Marivi BlancoSoliven’s award-winning story entitled Chun. Published in 1992, it tells about the
experience of a Chinese child in Manila, told in the perspective of his Filipino playmate. I
liked it not because it articulates my own experience as a Filipino-Chinese but more so as
it reflects my own perspective in the images of the Chinese in the Philippines. The story is
about a Chinese boy, Chun, who first lived in a Filipino community where he encountered
boys his age. The narrators of the story are Pitoy and Leloy. They made Chun’s life
miserable by making him feel that he is strange and other.
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Figure 7. Chun (Blanco-Soliven, Marivi 1992)

“Pitoy and I and the rest of our friends were Filipino and we never let Chun forget
the difference. We teased him about how his old uncles drooled at the mouth and
how his mother laid out food at an altar honoring some long-dead ancestors. We
joked about his incense-scented home and the chopsticks that he ate with the
skimpy kamiseta (shirt) and karsonsillo (shorts) outfits that his father worn
(Blanco-Soliven 3-4).”
To be fully accepted in the group, Chun needs to go through a series of initiations. All his
friends were afraid of the rituals but Chun was not. His braveness posits his weirdness, but
this is also a way for Chun to be fully accepted by his playmates. A ritual where one needs
to go down a manhole made Chun shook. According to their tradition, “all the filth of our
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ancestors lies beneath the streets” (Blanco-Soliven 13). So, his friends mocked him as a
drooling slit-eyed coward. They would chant mercilessly, sending Chun running back to
his incense-scented home. However, when Pitoy’s dog accidentally fell in the manhole,
only Chun has the courage to rescue it. They witnessed how Chun asked for help when he
was going up but nobody has the courage to help him. When he climbed up all by himself,
he bravely declares, “I don’t want to belong anymore. I am different and I always will be!
He declared turning his back on us” (Blanco-Soliven 25). After sometime, they heard that
Chun and his family moved to China Town.
The Chinese and Chinese mestizos are marginalized in the Philippines. They were
mostly poor immigrants back then, but now they own most of the businesses and lands in
the country. Chun’s declaration and acceptance of his difference is symbolical of the
Chinese in Filipino society. There is no active move for acceptance and belongingness.
Manila and its China Town are very specific places as settings in the story. In this context,
Devilles says, “Intramuros is very much within us in terms of how we conduct our
everyday political, socio-economic lives both on the micro and macro level. We still have
some vestiges of Intramuros practices on how we exclude people and how we constitute
our political agenda (43).” At first glance, the story looks empowering in highlighting how
the center discriminates the other. But it is also noteworthy that both the Chinese and the
Indio suffered both harsh treatments from the Spanish. This is Hau’s argument regarding
the Chinese representation in Philippine Literature. According to her, “the way to treat
anti-Chinese sentiment is not to study it in isolation from Filipino nationalism, which is to
assume that they are completely unrelated, nor to treat anti-Chinese sentiment as an
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inevitable consequence of Filipino nationalism, which is to assume that either they are one
and the same, or they are necessarily indivisible” (137).
In the story’s ending, it was revealed that the story is just a memory of the narrator
about his neighbor Chun. After he and his friends discriminated Chun in the beginning, the
narrator ends with, “I have not met Chun or anyone like him since” (Blanco-Soliven 29).
Even his nephews have many slit-eyed friends whom they can’t see the difference. The
story ends with a poignant voice of the narrator, “I often wish I also had never seen a
difference for, in fact, there was none-when I was once their age” (Blanco-Soliven 30).
When in truth, Chun will be the only one they remembered as the alien 4 (Hau 134). The
impossibility here also lies in the long history of Filipinos and Chinese which co-existed in
the Philippines for centuries especially in Manila. Being viewed as a strong economic
competitor, the Chinese was discriminated by American laws. Despite this fact, they
continued to be visible in small enterprise.
The story focused on the stereotype Intsik beho, from the Spanish viejo, “which
originally referred to Chinese whose premature aging and lack of muscular control bespoke
of years of hard physical labor” (Hau 142), in order to provide humor, a key element in
writing for children. Chun and his family’s physical features and ways articulated in
visually virulent way resembles the slapstick comedy cartoon shows that make children
laugh. “Intsik as label carries negative connotations, and is commonly used within the
context of criticizing, making snide remarks, or expressing curiosity about the Chinese”
(Chu 2). The underdog story is a narrative that shows children the possibility of
overcoming one’s weaknesses. For Chun, he proved that he is the strongest and noblest of
them all, when he overcame the belief that nobody can go into the manhole. He saved his
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friend’s dog from the manhole, disregarding the belief that it is a place of the dead.
However, in the end Chun did not succeed in achieving friendship and belongingness in
the neighborhood when his family left to move to a place where they belong. Corner is
used in a literal sense in the story, “His family had found a better corner on which to set up
their candy store. We never learned where it was but we figured it was in a place called
Chinatown- where everyone else was…different” (Blanco-Soliven 28). As a solution, it
placed the Chinese in an appropriate community for a sense of organization. “Nationalist
thinking about the foreign is concerned first and foremost with placing the Chinese- that is,
the main logic of its thinking is anchored in the fundamental issue of fixing a proper place
of the foreign, is a response to the history of colonialism, a response paradoxically
indebted to the very heritage of colonialism it seeks to criticize and supersede” (Hau 134).
It is also evident that Chun’s voice is not present in the story. His “constant
nagging or insistent tugging at our sleeves” (Blanco-Soliven 7, 11) only adds humor to the
story but this nagging is a plea for acceptance. An acceptance he almost gained when his
playmates wanted to get candies from him for free. But he continued to plea for their
payment and his livelihood. Chun’s voice will only be heard at the end of the story when
he said, “I don’t want to belong anymore. I am different and I always will be! He declared
turning his back to us” (Soliven-Blanco 25). In the end, Chun’s plea for help to get out of
the manhole while saving the dog is symbolical as he climbed out of it on his own. “Twice
he called to us for help, but no one dared extend a hand, afraid of being pulled into the
black and smelly hole. We never found out how he did it, but he finally emerged, full of
scratches and bruises and filthy as sin, carrying Kulas in his arms” (Blanco-Soliven 24).
Amidst their maltreatment in different levels of spaces, the Chinese were able to lift
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themselves and succeed in their businesses. However, it is not also politically correct that
they had done it independently as the dialogic relations between the Chinese and the
Filipino continued.
The second story is Basta, Ayoko Pang Matulog (I Don’t Want to Go to Bed Yet)
by Dr. Luis Gatmaitan. Gatmaitan is known for his series on proper hygiene and medical
stories. His stories inform children regarding common diseases like asthma to the most
complicated ones like leukemia. He narrates the experiences of a sick child, its causes,
ways of preventions and treatments. Gatmaitan strives to narrate these stories in ways that
children may comprehend medical concepts. In this way, his stories serve as a way of
informing children towards health. His work is indeed relevant in its contribution to
Philippine Children’s Literature. However, there is still a need to analyze the kind of
children his stories are relating to and if its “healing” transcends the physical pains of the
Filipino children.
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Figure 8. Basta Ayoko Pang Matulog (I Don't Want to Go to Bed Yet) (Gatmaitan, Luis 2005)
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The story revolves around Joshua, a child fond of staying late at night to watch TV.
He watches movies, cartoons, comic shows, sports and his favorite tv stars, as shown in
Figure 8. Even if he was put to bed early, he wakes up in the middle of the night to watch
TV. This is why he is sleepy in the morning, feels weak during P.E. class, his eyes are not
clear during tests, and even falls asleep in his class. These reasons might be a cause for his
dream of joining the track and field team cannot be fulfilled. According to his Grandma
Paz, he needs to sleep early for him to grow up and tall. One night, while he was playing
with his cousin Ron, a medical student, the latter explained that, “cells make up your
body” (Gatmaitan 23). Cells get, tired hence our body needs rest to recharge according to
his cousin. Joshua observed how Ron drinks milk and listens to instrumental music before
sleep. Joshua was convinced to emulate his cousin. The following day, he slept early to
prepare for his audition for the track and field team. He even slept earlier than the lizards in
the ceiling.
In framing the story’s milieu, the child protagonist’s social class may be
determined. They eat midnight snacks. They have a TV in a big house with different rooms
for his parents, grandmother and cousin. Joshua studies in a school with big field,
pertaining to private schools. His lifestyle is not of the typical Filipino, as he puts on
pajamas for sleep despite the humid climate. Pajama is only worn by children with an airconditioned bedroom unless it is a very thin pajama that serves as protection from
mosquitos. Drinking milk at night is unusual because most Filipinos drink milk in the
morning. These artifacts map out Joshua’s middle class family. The illustration of the big
room where Ron and Joshua plays chess supports this. Moreover, the illustration outlines
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how the body consists of cells. Location of the brain cells, heart cells, lung cells, stomach
cells, kidney cells, bladder cells, intestine cells, and liver cells where shown to convince
the child of the importance of early sleep in a scientific way.
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Figure 9. Ayoko Pang Matulog (I Don't Want to Go to Bed Yet) (Gatmaitan, Luis 2005)
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In a postcolonial reading, “Western imperialism deploys values of universal
rationality and objective truth propagated since the Enlightenment as the rationale for
imposing its own moral norm, intellectual standards, cultural canons, and sociopolitical
institutions upon those indigenous peoples whose histories had developed different from
and parallel to Western history” (Xie 8). The story’s narrative on establishing modernity
through technology, gadgets, music and games conforms to a Western lifestyle as a part of
an educated entertainment and sports. “Joshua had been wanting to join the school’s track
and field team since he’d seen the Olympics on TV” (Gatmaitan 13). Technology does not
only serve as an entertainment but also became the root of problem resulting to the late
sleep habit. This sensibility is typical of children in the city or the urbanized child. The TV
as a medium of capitalism established a homogenized culture. In Joshua’s routine, the TV
manipulated him to deprive his body of sleep and became a zombie-like creature in the
morning. He does not feel, nor

grounded in thinking clearly. According to Zipes,

“homogenization is often used and co-opted by a hegemonic culture industry to represent
and rationalize a false freedom of choice, for all our choices are prescribed and dictated by
market systems” (4). As a response to the problem caused by technology, science gives
rational explanations in order to alter the routine. Here, the child as a result of Western
homogenization is like a gadget that can be reprogrammed not through lived experiences
but by rational explanations. Hence, in the end, he laid in bed like a robot, “he’s gone to
sleep even much earlier than the lizards that were busy clicking tsk tsk tsk on the ceiling”
(Gatmaitan 28).
Neocolonialism caused the homogenization of city culture is a product of colonial
notions of development which started in the post-war era in the Philippines. It continues in
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the present. Due to modernization,“the demands of new growth of an urban middle class,
especially in Manila” (Schirmer and Shalom 127) but are affecting the balance of social
and political forces. Modernization pushes Third World contries like the Philippines
follow “advanced societies” (Escobar 4) that have “high levels of industrialization and
urbanization, technicalization of agriculture, rapid growth of material production, and
living standards, and the widespread adoption of modern education and cultural values”
(Ibid). The power of English as the primary language of the modern world is a concrete
manifestation of this trend. “English served as one powerful tool of Americanizing the
native psyche already disintegrated by three hundred years of Catholic European
disciplinary regimes” (San Juan 53).

Hence, children’s books in the Philippines are

bilingual to cater to the urbanized children whose priority is English and uses Filipino for
familiarity’s sake. Moreover, this language bias serves the middle class children who has
the capacity to buy books.
Despite its modernity and development, the city exacerbates poverty as Escobar
believes, “the discourse and strategy of development produced its opposite: the massive
underdevelopment and impoverishment, untold exploitation and oppression” (Ibid). This is
best exemplified by the existence of the Smokey Mountain, the mountain formed in the
dumpsite, where poor people scavenge to live. This extreme poverty pushes some Filipinos
to work abroad. Hence, in the story, Joshua and his cousin needs to study hard because
education is a privilege for the few who can afford it.
The third story is situated in Baguio, a city outside Manila. Bernadette Neri's Ang
Ikaklit sa Aming Hardin (The Sunflower in our Garden) which won the prestigious Palanca
Awards for Children's Story Category in 2006 is about a lesbian family. No mainstream
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publisher dared to publish the book because of it’s unconventional theme. Hence, Neri and
her partner opted for self-publication in Manila where they are based. The book is notable
both in theme and for its attempt to non-mainstream publication and distribution. It
promotes Neri's ideology on sexuality and her traverse on two cities of different regions,
Manila and Baguio City.

Figure 10. Ang Ikaklit sa Aming Hardin (Ikaklit in Our Garden) (Neri, Bernadette 2012)

The story is narrated by a female child that will be later revealed as Ikaklit
(Sunflower) like the sunflower seeds that she gives to her two mothers, Lilia and Daisy.
Lilia is a native of Bontoc, one of the provinces in the Cordillera Region and her partner
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Daisy. The story was set in Baguio city, the Cordillera region's center. Both mothers are
fond of flowers and nature thereby influencing their daughter, Ikaklit. Parallel to the
family's secret, the child's name was not revealed until the end of the story when the
sunflower in the garden grew and bloomed. This kind of ending is the story's technique to
give emphasis to the child's resilience, when all along the story, she was bullied by her
classmates upon discovering that she does not have a father but instead, two mothers. She
was called putok sa buho or sprung from the bamboo – a child without a father. At first
Ikaklit was affected, but her mothers have convinced her that like the sunflowers in the
garden, nothing is wrong with their family; “Who planted the seed is not important. It also
doesn’t matter whether a woman or a man takes care of them. What’s vital is how well the
garden is tended” (Neri 16). Later on, Ikaklit learned that some of her classmates also
belongs to the unconventional family - some are orphans, others are adopted, or are
without fathers.
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Figure 11. Ang Ikaklit sa Aming Hardin (Ikaklit in Our Garden) (Neri, Bernadette 2012)

The mainstream notion of a family prevails hence kids still mock Ikaklit.
However, Baguio’s scenic surroundings and climate goes in parallel with the passive
disposition of the two mothers. Baguio was described like a utopia. “We also often go
exploring. We ride duck-or-seahorse shaped boats on the lake in Burnham Park. At times
we go strawberry-picking at the Strawberry Farm. We also visit the museums in
Baguio….of all the places we visit, my favorite is the Botanical Garden” (Neri 4-5). Even
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their own garden is described in the ideal, “I stared with amazement at my plants’ flowers.
They look like suns amid our garden!” (Neri 26). Like Manila, Baguio is also an urban
place but Baguio’s cool climate and scenic landscape highlights its romantic notions.
Baguio was established during the American period as a place of rest away from Manila's
narrowness, traffic and pollution by the Americans. It became known as the Summer
Capital of the Philippines (Torres 36). Baguio was designed with lakes, parks, vast golf
courses, museums and pine trees to complete the illusion of a temperate climate. Although
at present, Baguio is now a crowded city with the overflow of traffic.
Baguio’s scenic image described in the story was even highlighted through its
tourist attractions, which became places of origin. According to Nanay Lilia (Mom Lilia),
going to these places helps one recognize her place of origin, “We must know where we
came from” (Neri 4). The story Ikaklit was also likened to Panagbenga or the annual
flower festival, commemorated by parade of flower floats during February. This
celebration is the government’s response to the rituals of the Mountain Province’s ethnic
groups. This indicates how tensions between the center and periphery are silenced. Aside
from the flowers, the city also attracts a lot of tourists resulting to employment. The
narrative exposition of the city’s landscape and festival are clear articulations of Ikaklit’s
cooptation to the norm.

Her otherness was even more highlighted by the passive

involvement of her two mothers in the community. The metaphorical explanation of their
situation where the child is compared to the sunflower in the garden is an artificial attempt
to enlighten the child regarding the issue about her alternative family. Therefore the
supposedly attempt to tackle the realities of a lesbian family was not established in the
story. The children judging/bullying another child is not enough to build the tension of the

Bellen 133
story because even though it mentioned that there are other children like Ikaklit with
families outside the norm, she is the only one who attains pacification because of her ideal
and smooth relationship to her two mothers. There are no storms, strong winds, heavy rains
or scathing heat braved by the sunflower, but only a urbane ending where everything falls
into place. “All of us were taunted. But what they don’t know is that we are happy and
contented with our families. As my mothers say, like excellent gardeners, we have very
good parents who nurtured us with love” (Neri 24).
Neri’s story still embodies the safe handling of children’s stories as practiced by
mainstream publishers in selling books. Tolentino argues the “very wholesome”
orientation of the genre (57) because according to him, “its target towards the formulation
of the middle class child (59)” . I am looking for some tension on Neri’s story. Her take on
the origins of place is similar to that of Anzaldua but I cannot find the tension that the
latter clearly states as an articulation of defiance. “For the lesbian of color, the ultimate
rebellion she can make against her native culture is through her sexual behavior. She goes
against two moral prohibitions: sexuality and homosexuality… It’s an interesting path
(19).”Neri’s narrative has the potentials of a struggle against society’s norm but it lacks
substantial exposition.

The perspective of the blooming of the flowers for women

attempting to be brave has taken the consequence to just be both ideal and romantic. As a
whole, the story Ikaklit did not present any counter-ideology to the heterosexual system
with their silent metaphors that hid their chosen sexuality.
To end this chapter, selected stories where chosen to illustrate how Philippine
Children’s Literature is Manila-centric not only in terms of production and distribution but
also its narrative sensibilities. Manila’s history and rise to power contributed to the
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production of Philippine Children’s Literature. The prevalence of racial exclusivity in
Chun’s story is a reiteration of the dichotomy between Intramuros and Extramuros. In
Ayoko Pang Matulog (I Don’t Want to Sleep Yet), the story is very specific on tackling the
issues of an urbanized child as the prevailing hegemony produced by capitalism. On the
other hand, Ang Ikaklit sa Aming Hardin (The Sunflower in Our Garden) attempted to
deviate from the center as it narrates an unconventional theme of sexuality. Although in the
end like Burnham’s “City Beautiful” (Torres 57) Ikaklit was just an extension of the
Manila- centric discourse in children’s literature.
In this context, Philippine children’s literature as a city-centric agency continue to
perpetuate the nation’s colonial experience. As Claire Bradford argues in her Unsettling
Narratives, “Children’s texts reinvoke and rehearse colonialism in a variety of ways: for
instance, through narratives that engage with history in realistic or fantastic modes;
through sequences involving encounters between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
characters; and representations of characters of mixed-ancestry; and through metaphorical
and symbolic treatments of colonization” (3). Bradford’s point is valid in Ikaklit’s story .
Neri’s boldness in producing and distributing her own story is one good example of this
changes. Her use of Mountain Province as venue for her story is a conscious way narrating
the dichotomy of the city and the province. A reversal of the notion of what is modern and
traditional transpire when instead of the modern city’s acceptance to Ikaklit’s alternative
family, the mountain welcomes them instead. In the next chapter, the bukid or mountain in
Bicol becomes the site of history and the symbolic power of its voice was represented in
the region’s cultural production which includes its children’s literature.
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It is in Manila where big publishing houses for Philippine children’s literature are located. Among these are
Adarna House Inc., Anvil Publishing Inc., Cacho Publishing, Tahanan Books, Lampara Books, and OMF
Books.
1

2

Imelda Marcos glamorized and changed the look of the city. The rebuilt walls of Intramuros and such
“restorations” as the Palacio del Gobernador and the Casa Manila vindicate to the hilt her “edifice complex.”
Joaquin, Nick. Manila My Manila: A History for the Young. ( The City of Manila 1990) 220.
3

The former First Lady Imelda Marcos decided to build a home on the very top of the 2,500 foot peak of Mt.
Gonzales in Tagaytay – a daunting task that required a road to be built just to bring in supplies. Construction
began in late 1981. The top of the mountain was levelled with bulldozers and the peasants were ordered to
move because rocks and boulders were bouncing down the mountain, endangering their homes and crops.
Crawley, Jane. Marcos Mountain Palace Is The House That Arrogance Built. Chicago Tribune. March 30,
1986. articles.chicagotribune.com. accessed Oct. 13, 2014.
4

When the Bell Trade Act was passed by the Americans, they provided a preferential tariff system that
favored U.S. capital, and contained a “parity” amendment that gave American citizens equal rights in the
development of public utilities and exploitation of natural resources in the Philippines. A year after, the
Laurel-Langley Agreement replaced the Bell Trade Act, gave the Philippines an advantage through changes
in the tariffs on imported goods. The agreement however, extended equal treatment to American investors in
all areas of economy, areas which not incidentally the Chinese had been barred by legislation formulated
during the American and Commonwealth periods. Such discrepancy should exist in the application of the
“nationalization” laws tends to be glossed over by nationalist historiography. The resulting elision of an
entire history of differential treatments of “aliens” stands as an important example of the general
displacement of the Chinese within Philippine history insofar as the villain in Philippine history is posited as
any or all alien. Hau, Carolyn. Necessary Fictions Philippine Literature and the Nation 1946-1980. (Manila:
Ateneo de Manila University Press 2000) 136.
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Chapter 3
The Bukid’s Voice: A Literary Ethnography of Bicol Children’s Literature

Figure 12. Mayon Volcano (Hernandez, Tuting 2015)

“When Mayon volcano’s apex is covered by looming clouds the people
automaticaly prepares for a typhoon or for a volcanic eruption.” This is among the beliefs
that my grandfather always says whenever we see the clouds loom over the volcano.
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Beliefs are important to a culture as it defines their character from others. According for
Filipino anthropologist Michael Tan in his work “Revisting Usog, Pasma, Kulam”, “We
often think of other people’s “beliefs” and claim what we have is “knowledge,” the term
“beliefs” tending to refer to the metaphysical, sometimes even the illogical” (5). This is
operative in the colonial context as a bias against the colonized. Hence, most of these
beliefs were silenced, erased and even totally destroyed.
In this chapter, the bukid’s cultural relevance is evident because “the interaction of
geography and human culture transforms land into landscape” (Carroll 2), likewise it is
where legends and myths breathe as part of folklore. Even they were extrapolated by
colonization, bukid’s voice is still present in the people’s consciousness and imagination.
This consciousness is a force that obscures the dichotomy between the city and the
province as a symbolic form” (13), wherein memories of landscapes become sources of
articulation of the past and the present because “landscapes are built up as much from
strata of memory as from the layers of rock” (Sima cited by Carroll 4).
This is exemplified in Chapter 1 where a reading of Rizal illustrates how he was
constantly beckoned by Mt. Makiling through the fairy Mariang Makiling. His writings
echo the power of the bukid as he always returns to it, wherever he goes. Chapter 2 focused
on the garbage mountain, the Smokey Mountain of Tondo, Manila. It represents the city’s
excesses rooted in rampant corruption and capitalism. Both “mountain voices” are related
to the Children’s Literature in the Philippines because “the relationship inculcates an
awareness of the history underlying the textual landscape” (3). Rizal was listening to the
voice of the bukid as articulated by the diwata or fairy, the mother and the motherland
reminding him of the oppression brought by colonization. Meanwhile, the voice of the
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Smokey Mountain or the literal garbage of mountain in Manila, speaks of the excesses of
colonization resulting to corruption practiced by the state.
This chapter will focus on the periphery embodied by Mayon Volcano as the bukidthe historical landscape of the mountain as framework. As a volcano, Mayon encompasses
the agricultural landscape of a historic mountain. The chapter is a postcolonial reading of
contemporary children’s literature in Bicol in the context of place/locality to investigate the
cultural sensibilities and imagination of this new genre in Bicol Literature. I have collected
six books from my field research. These books are the following: Mga Osipon Pan Aki ni
Tiyong Juan saka ni Tiya Laling (Stories for Children by Uncle Juan and Aunt Laling) by
Leonor Dy-Liaco, another book by the same athor is Mga Sambit asin Kawat nin mga Aki
(Rhymes and Games of Children), Yudi Man Mga Osipon Para Kina Nunuy asin Nini
(Wow! Stories for Nunuy and Nini) edited by Carlos Arejola and Lorna Billones, The First
Peñafrancia Fiesta in Bikol by Fr. Wilmer Tria, An Poon Kan Pili asin Iba Pang Osipon
Pan-Aki (The Origin of Pili and Other Stories for Children) by H. Francisco V. Peñones,
Christine S. Bellen, and Kristian S. Cordero, and Si Miriam asin an Saiyang Samhod,
Panlampaso Pantrapo, asin Panhakot nin Ati (Miriam and Her Broom, Floor Scrubber,
Duster, and Dustpan) by Carlos Arejola.

Four stories from selected books will be

analyzed.
No study on Bicol children’s literature is possible without distinguishing it from the
established Manila-based writing. My work here attempts to open up new areas of inquiry,
addressing the influence, interaction and negotiations between the center and the region as
exemplified by the bukid, which I will argue is also the metonynm of Bicol’s cultural
landscape. In its mass and solidarity, bukid establishes a new center for the production of
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Filipino children’s literature, a regional cultural landscape as geographical palimpsest, an
accumulation of “geo-graphy” – literally a unique form of Filipino “earth writing.” The
mountain looms as “a material record of our activities, and as such we can accumulate
history and meaning from its many sources, but especially through historical records
collected in archives” (Schein 222). As Bicolanos, our interest in the landscape is viewed
“as the tangible, visible impress of human action has been extended to asking questions
about the place of cultural landscapes in constituting the world – through their symbolic
qualities and material presence, through their normative qualities, through their capacity to
mask social process, through their role as a site of action and intervention into the
everyday world” (224). This is the daily context that built the historical and cultural
landscape of the people’s world view.
Accordingly, this chapter argues that the influence of the bukid to a children’s
literature produced well beyond the extramuros, and as a regional mode of production and
narratives independent of the hegemony of Manila, yet still in search of a local institutional
framework apart from intramuros, the national language, Filipino, and the one-way traffic
of all Filipino cultural production. The bukid’s voice stands alone. Citing selected works of
contemporary Bicol children’s literature, I will argue that addressing the regional
importance of Filipino children’s literature- like stories with bukid’s voice in the Bicol
milieu is not only a new challenge for Manila-centric discourse in the field, but a
tremendous opportunity for the revitalization of our national children’s literature in all its
cultural and linguistic diversity.
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From Poblacion to the Barrio and Up to the Mountains
The Spaniards changed the central landscape of the provinces with the
establishment of the“poblacion (center), cabeccera (center), or matriz (core; ovary)”
(Arcilla 44), that features the church, municipal, hall, school and the plaza as the landmark
of colonial control. Outside the cabeccera is the barrio, “which were more or less distant,
more or less isolated, and therefore were infrequently in contact with the church or civil
authorities (46). However, people from the barrios were also beckoned by the center in lieu
of religion, trade and tax. The relationship is similar to that of Intramuros and Extramuros
but the vast distance among the poblacion and the barrios provides more freedom for
people in the provinces wherein the farthest fields, seas and mountains serve as a refuge.
“It was of course, more difficult to govern or to provide religious instruction to those living
in the farther barrios…not surprisingly, criminals tended to hide in the more distant
barrios” (48), and also those “courageous unbelievers who rejected Spanish domination
who went to the hill” (Agoncillo 84). This co-existence make the Spanish colonizers fear
the peripheral landscape despite their efforts of control through the system of reduccion or
resettlement to gather the scattered Filipinos together under the bajo el son de la campana
or under the sound of the bell (83). Territories that hear the sound of the church bell were
supposed to bow under colonial control however the distance and spaces in the farthest
lands create subversion. Indios in the farthest lands have more freedom to retain their
indigenous settlements.
The barrio is divided into the “ilaya or iraya, upstream and ilawod or ibaba,
downstream” (Agoncillo 83) up to the foot of the mountains and seaside. Nevertheless, as
a whole colonization succeeded in establishing “the institutions of taxations, forced labor,
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galleon trade, indulto de commercio and monopolies (on tobacco and spirituous liquors
among others) were persistent irritants that cause Filipinos to revolt” (113). Sporadic
revolts were launched in different parts of the archipelago, most of which were witnessed
by the mountains.
For instance, Ileto’s Pasyon and Revolution demonstrates how the mountains of the
Tagalog region became the venue of religious and political movements that revolted
against the colonizers and eventually resulted to the national revolution led by the KKK.
These groups first turned away from Catholicism and formed their own messianic religions
where history, paganism, animism and Christianism coalesce. “The provincial governor’s
account of the punitive expedition to the mountain in 1870, gives us the first description of
a cult on the slope of Mt. Banahaw1 and its sister slope, Mt. San Cristobal” (Ileto 67).
“Mountains have also been the usual site for small ‘native- syncretistic’ religious
communities, which make their own attempt to turn back on, and thus radically reinterpret
colonial history” (Cannell 4). These organized groups joined the revolutionary secret
society called Kataastaasang Kagalang-galangang Katipunan ng mga Anak ng Bayan or
KKK (The Highest Most Honorable Society of the Sons of the Country). “It attracted many
predominantly peasants, who fled to the mountains and forests of Southern Luzon in order
to escape the bloody reprisals being inflicted by the army upon the populace at large”
(75)2. Even Rizal’s bukid- Mt. Makiling became, “the “magical center” of the Laguna
Katipunans. Mt. Makiling, like Mt. Banahaw to the east, is considered a sacred mountain
by the inhabitants of the region” (206). The mountain’s sanctity is rooted on her history,
the never ending retelling of stories and legends that are deeply embedded in Philippine
consciousness. It served as the place of sacred indigenous practices where the people
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practice their faith for God and love of the Motherland. According to Cruz,“the centrality
of caves in the document on pagan practices raises the issue of the topography of the
religious experience. The document seems to suggest that although people in pre-Hispanic
societies saw the world as literally spirit-filled, geographical idiosyncracies of that world
presented themselves as privileged loci for meeting the spirits” (16).
The mountain’s height represents communion with the “Most High”, which may
pertain to a god or a spirit. Mysticism connotes the mountain’s existence since majestic
places like caves, forests, rivers and among other natural elements that abound in it is
believed to be created by the most powerful force. Having experienced living in these
places does not only generate aesthetic appreciation, they also create “identifiable
topological commonplace or topoi. These topoi are embedded in the canonical tradition of
landscape representation and have been distilled through centuries of repetition and use”
(Carroll 3).
The mountains as topoi are repeatedly used as a setting in Philippine literature.
Children’s literature tells of the fairies3 or enchanted ladies from the mountains inspired by
oral literature. Fairies are always associated by their mountain dwellings such as the
stories of Mariang Makiling of Mt. Makiling,Laguna, Mariang Sinukuan of Mt. Arayat,
Pampanga, and Maria Cacao of Mt. Argaosa Cebu. There are also stories about the yin
and yang energies of Mt. Banahaw and Mt. Cristobal in Quezon.
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Figure 13. Philippine Map
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The fairies or the diwatas have similar characteristics to their home mountain. Carroll calls
this a genius locus where, “a spirit of the topos, and is closely linked with a feature of the
landscape,” (79) as they embody the topoi’s materialization as agents of the narratives of
history and literature. This is evident in Rizal and Ileto’s writings. The fairies or diwata in
Filipino, become parts of the collective consciousness integral in knowing and
understanding the mystical mountains. In connection to this, the study will emphasize the
voice of Daragang Magayon, the diwata of Mayon Volcano as an important agent in the
materialization of the Bicol consciousness.
Daragang Magayon (Beautiful Maiden)
Fairies of the mountain like Maria Makiling of Laguna embody the community’s
spirit. Hence in Rizal’s imagination, Maria Makiling symbolizes his Mother Land, whom
he always remembers and returns to. Daragang Magayon has her own narrative as the
fairy of Mayon Volcano. Her sad love story was part of each Bicolano childhood. This
story is also represented in the city as affirmation of the two faces of the mountain- beauty
and wildness. The mountain connotes the woman’s indiscernible moods as exemplified by
the story.
Daragang Magayon or Mayon Volcano herself, was the daughter of Datu Makusog
(Strong King) and Dawani (Rainbow). Her mother died after giving birth to her. She loved
Ulap (Cloud) and they were about to get married when jealous Pagtuga (Eruption)
captured Datu Makusog. Pagtuga threatened to kill Magayon’s father unless she marries
him. She agreed but then Ulap did not approve. Hence, a battle was waged betweent the
two men that eventually killed Magayon. While Ulap was carrying Magayon’s dead body,
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Pagtuga’s friend Linog (Earthquake) struck Ulap’s back with an arrow. The lovers were
buried after the war. A volcano sprouted from their burial. Whenever it erupts, Pagtuga
and Linog’s deed were remembered but during periods of serenity, where clouds hover
over Mt. Mayon, it seems as if Ulap is kissing his beloved Magayon again. “So goes the
legend of the emergence of Mayon, a contraction of Magayon which means beautiful, the
most perfect cone volcano in the world. The volcano’s remarkable beauty is said to be
Daragang Magayon’s locked within its earthly embrace” (Reyes 206).
Mayon maybe beautiful but is has another face- “that of a merciless killer volcano.
Even on the brightest day, in the full splendor of its natural beauty, a foreboding shadow is
cast over its adjoining countryside where the vestiges of its eruptive fury are mute
witnesses to this day. One such mute reminder is the buried church ruins of cagsawa”
(207).
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Figure 14. Cagsawa Ruins
The image of Mayon Volcano and Cagsawa ruins typically represents Bicol
tourism. On the other hand it also illustrates the paradox of the religious landscape4 as it
demonstrates how the mountain toppled the church- the primary symbol of colonialism.
Hence, it resonates the two-faced Daragang Magayon and recently this subversiveness
inspired Merlinda Bobis, a well-known scholar and writer of Bicol Literature, to write
Daragang Magayon, Cantata of the Warrior Woman.

The traditional Daragang

Magayon’s fate echoes patriarchy as her life was determined by three men- Datu Makusog,
Ulap and Pagtuga, Bobis interrogates this tradition. Bobis’ poetics as the voice of the
mountain should prevail as she reclaims this silenced voice. According to her:
Your mock history coddles you
and your desires
with jealous night-arms
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while you sleep,
Ay, you give me reasons for war,
even as I wish to rest
in blue-grey-green
shades of sea-creatures
yet promising the black stone
You give me reasons
to keep my promise
(122)
She denounces Daragang Magayon’s weak representations because her inner voice
tells otherwise. She wants to reclaim history as a woman and Bicolana writer. This
objective is expressed in Bobis’ introduction wherein her voice treads from the personal to
Daragang Magayon and to all women. “I grew up at the foot of an active volcano in the
Bikol region of the Philippines. This mountain is blue-grey-green in the morning calm, and
lilac at the end of the day. Later, it is blacker than the night, so that even the darkness
cannot disguise its shape” (1). This is also true for Trinh Minh-ha in her Woman, Native,
and Other, “it has become almost impossible for her to take up her pen without at the same
time questioning her relation to the material that defines her and her creative work” (6).
The woman cannot veer away from her own experiences. Hence, the diwata Daragang
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Magayon is also a warrior battling for her own identity and that of her people. Bobis’
revision on the myth of Daragang Magayon is evident in the Cantata.
In Cantata, Datu Makusog (Strong King) longed for a male heir but he failed.
Magayon (Beautiful) was her first child with Dawani (Rainbow) and he also had three
daughters with different wives. Even in her childhood, Magayon already knew that she can
be a leader like her father:
“Enough of the deathcurse
on every birth.
So my father had no son.
So the elders had no warrior
of noble lineage.
So my father, one day,
took me to hunt –“
(Bobis 34)

The desire to have a male heir is typical among royal genealogy stories. Hence, from the
beginning Daragang Magayon clarifies her position from that of a princess to the warrior
and leader like her father. “How am I to lose, maintain, or gain an identity when it is
impossible to me to take up a position outside this identity from which I presumably reach
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in and feel for it?” (Minh-Ha 95). Daragang Magayon’s claim to her rights signifies her
claim to her identity, which is complete and whole. This premise challenges the traditional
legend. Even if she was already bethrothed to Pagtuga she did not falter:
So Pagtuga need not be appeased.
It was only one name promised him,
a momentary self I could dissolve.
But he did not understand,
because his is only one name.
Pagtuga, meaning “eruption,”
a single spew of seeds.
And every germ
that touches fertile loam
must repeat his hunter’s form
(71)
Daragang Magayon’s sarcastic attribution to Pagtuga’s mono-name and its
meaning mocks the limitations of male identity that solely relies on his function, while she,
as a female carries a lot of names and identities in different moments:
Woman. Hunter. Warrior.
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Names only of a moment
as other words rang
more possibilities. Lover.
Mother.Earth.Bird.Fish.
Ay, I knew then I could lose my limbs
that gather a lover or murder a beast,
then grow wings to sweep the sky,
or fins to dive the deep.
Or my skin could swallow all limbs,
wings, fins- and I could close
unto myself whole as stone.
(Ibid)
Aside from the opposition of numbers between the identities of male and female,
the Cantata argues against the hegemony of patriarchy. According to Min-Ha, being a
woman has a lot of meaning, a “woman can never be defined” (96). She further cites De
Beauvoir, “yet even with or because of the capacity to embody All, woman is the lesser
man” (97). The woman’s lack dependent on the men, hence in the Cantata, Daragang
Magayon positioned herself as the true heir.
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“Difference does not annul identity. It is beyond and alongside identity” (104). The
difference is part and beyond the woman’s identity in her continuous struggles. This is the
reason why Cantata ends not with success or tragedy but on the renewal of fight against
Pagtuga in order to create a new myth. In the beginning of the Cantata, Pagtuga called
himself a lot of names and claimed responsibility on the death of Daragang Magayon in
order to acclaim his own identity. Her death relives the myth of the mountain:
Let me tell you a story
of unaming. I stripped me
of my precious name.
I killed Daragang Magayon.
I am now The Nameless One.
Ako na warang pangaran
Na kagsadiri kang gabos na Pangaran
I am The Nameless One Who is All Names.
(Bobis 1)

The embodiment of all names of a Bicolana writer is an assertion of her ethnicity and
womanhood, both are integral to her identity. The woman also frees herself from space that
enslaves her while it grounds her to herself and her motherland. Anzaldua explains, “the
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struggle is inner…our psyches resemble the bordertowns and are populated by the same
people. The struggle has always been inner, and is played out in the outer terrains.
Awareness of our situation must come before inner changes, which in turn come before
changes in society. Nothing happens in the “real” world unless it first happens in the
images of our heads” (87). Bobis Cantata, becomes a symbolic reclaiming of Daragang
Magayon as the bukid’s voice strengthen the diversity in Bicol Literature.
Homecoming of the Writer and Literary Ethnography
Authenticity of the writer’s voice is always an issue in the field of writing Regional
Literature in the Philippines.
Does she come from that region? Does her works introduce her region of origin?
These are some of the inquiries tied with this kind of literature. But in recent years, a
widening acceptance on other parameters for regional literature makes these kinds of
interrogations not as simplistic as it used to be. Santos-Verdadez, defines Bicol Literature
as:
“Bicol Literature include those writers of mainstream literature (fiction,
poetry, drama, literary essay) not necessarily born in Bicol, but who have
Bicol roots (born of Bicol parents- father, mother or both), imbibed Bicol
culture from growing up and being educated in the region, and inscribed
Bicol in literature. Oral forms such as tigsik (*toast poem), epistolaries and
popular forms such as komiks are also included”.
Bicol literary publication has gained a lot of harvests. This is contrary to Erestain’s
opinion in her introduction to “Bicol Literature” in Lumbera’s Filipino Writings, that “The
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lack of publications in Bicol and the increasing accessibility of reading materials in
Filipino and English have led to a dwindling number of readers interested in the literature
of their region. The younger generation of readers today appears to be apathetic to extant
Bicol writings” (310). Maria Lilia Realubit, demonstrates the abundance of literature in
this region in her book Bikol Literary History. Though it serves as a special fact only to
some researchers, but through the years, an awareness in teaching Bicol literature is now
being invigorated by universities like Ateneo de Naga University as part of their Literature
curriculum together with Tomas Arejola Awards for Bicolnon Literature since 2004
(Santos-Verdades 1).
As research and creative writing flourished in the region, affiliations should also be
recognized as one of the considerations of acceptance in the writing community. Even if
the writer does not originate from Bicol, but her works are rooted in this region, her
affiliation is welcome. A writer does not only reach a place through her imagination but
she goes “home” to it in order to unite with the place.
I attended the 4th Pagsurat Bikolnon or 4th Bicol Writers Conference in 2012 at the
Ateneo de Naga University and became part of the panel on “Pagsurat sa Luwas Kan
Bikol” or Writing Outside Bicol.

The discussion led to an extensive forum on

homecoming to Bicol writer’s as an integral system for the writer’s imagination. Writers
in Bicol language aspire to write more and inspire us who are currently based in the
metropolis to return to our Bicol writing. The conference synthesizes the meaning of
homecoming from various writers as understood by E. E. San Juan Jr. His work entitled
Filipinos Everywhere, he tackles homecoming more than just nostalgia but as an integral
part of diasporic experience: “the nostalgic essentializing nativism that surfaces in the
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fetishim of folk festivals, and other commodified cultural products…we need to connect
folklore and such cultural practices to the conflicted lives of the Igorots, Moros, and
masses of peasants and workers” (175).
In the conference, I have observed that I was the only writer who talked about
children’s literature. According to an interview with Realubit, it is only in recent years that
they become aware of the genre. There are no records of children’s literature in Bicol.
Bicol Literature is a communal endeavor5. Likewise, “Stories and plays for children are not
a writer’s comfort zone” (Arejola 3). At present, there are efforts to rejuvenate the genre
by including it in the Tomas Arejola Writing Competition. I was part of the first workshop
in 2004, and they continued the contest despite the shortage of the entries especially in
children’s stories. From all the endeavors of returning again to this space of Bicol
children’s literature as a workshop panelist, conference speaker, researcher, and writer for
Bicol children; I would frame my experience in this homecoming I experienced when I
return to Bicol after 20 years.
I collected six contemporary children’s book for this chapter. These books were all
produced and distributed independently, incongruous to the practice of the children’s
literature industry in Manila. In this homecoming, my own notions of Bicol identity were
challenged upon my encounter with contemporary Bicol writers. I was not born in Bicol
but my father is a Bicolano. I learned the language and culture when we live there for a
long time, but interactions with Bicol writers introduced me to new ways of understanding
them. I was raised in the barrio, while most of the prominent Bicol writers come from the
city of Naga which is one of the capital of Bicol. Our barrio culture is very different from
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the ways of the writers from the city where the Catholic educational institutions,
publishing houses, creative writers6 and researchers convene.
In 2004, I tried to join a writing workshop in Bicol as my first homecoming. I
applied as a writing fellow to learn from Bicol writers, but the organizers reviewed my
credentials and I was upgraded as a panelist. I would like to think that it is because this is
the first attempt of the workshop for children’s stories. At first I was reluctant but then I
accepted the invitation thinking that maybe there is something I can share with them. The
first workshop for children’s literature of the Tomas Arejola7 Foundation begins and paved
the way for my first homecoming.
The workshop has a limited budget. Instead of a hotel, they arranged my lodging in
the one of the relative’s home of the organizer. This gave me an opportunity to experience
a more authentic homecoming as I was not treated as a visitor or tourist, but a family
member. Being a Bicolana is an advantage because they easily warm up to me.
This homecoming is a manifestation of Filipino culture as explained by
Sikolohiyang Pilipino or Philippine Psychology8. “Sikolohiyang Pilipino is a response to
non-Western critique over Anglo-American dominance in the international academe. It is
rooted in the history, language, arts, and common experience of a people of the MalayoPolynesian and Asian heritage. As such, it affirms the native history, values and
characteristics of a region, and develops theories, concepts, and methods with the Filipino
culture as a source” (De Guia 25).
To contextualize Sikolohiyang Pilipino in this homecoming that leads to the
completion of my research, I discussed on the first chapter, the dichotomy between Manila
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and province where the people from the province look up to the city-dwellers that resulted
in alienation. I was only a child when I first went home to Bicol. I was expecting to be
accepted by fellow kids. It was difficult in the beginning but later, I succeeded . On my
return after 20 years, I felt that I was no longer a stranger, hence it did not have an
alienating effect like when I was a child. When you become an adult the dynamics
changes, connecting with others to build a relationship is more operative in lieu of the
concept of Kapwa. Kapwa or shared self which extends the I to include the Other. It
became the overarching core value for this acceptance.
In response to the core value kapwa is to reciprocate by means of the pivotal
interpersonal value, pakikipagkapwa (27) which includes pakikisama or “the act of living
with another/ others in the same room/house or the manner/attitude of getting along with
people” (34). The workshop enabled me to be friends with veteran and new writers in
Bicol. Various voices were shared and despite disagreements, the discussions were ruled
by respect for Bicol literature. The weeklong writing workshop culminated with a hike to
the foot of Mt. Iriga. The group planted Pili, a symbolical way of coming home and
creating new connections and friendships. After that, I returned to Naga regularly to visit
my writer friends and learned a lot in their advocacy to enrich Bicol literature.

I was

given a chance too to include my story in an anthology of children’s book. This is the
beginning of trust and friendship until my network expanded to other artists in Naga City.
This is a manifestation that I have reached the, highest level of association through
“pakikipagpalagayang-loob or level of mutual trust/support, “pakikisangkot or level of
getting involved”, and “pakikiisa or level of fusion, ones and full trust” (41). Returning to
Bicol is a homecoming to the community of writers that extends to guidance of this study.
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Bicol Children’s Literature
According to Zipes the “field of children’s literature must include the
interrelationships between children, teachers, librarians, parents, publishers, bookstore
owners, vendors, business corporations, the mass media, and their various practices of
producing and consuming books intended for the young as commodities. Yet university
professors and librarians are pivotal in the field, especially when it comes to determining
evaluative processes in associated fields and institutions” (71-72). These elements are
applicable to the production and distribution of children’s literature that achieved the level
of industry like that of Manila. But instead of commodification, Bicol children’s literary
production is motivated by advocacies for the development of culture and genre.
In the current recognition of Bicol Children’s Literature, seven contemporary books
intended for children were collected from my field work. “Mga Osipon Ni Tiyong Juan
saka ni Tiyang Laling (The Stories of Uncle Juan and Tiya Laling)” by Leonor Dy-Liaco
talks about preternatural characters and phenomenon that are part of Bicol culture. DyLiaco enumerated Bicol’s mythological creature.This include entities in the environment
like the Santelmo or St. Elmo’s Fire, believed to be a ball of fire that embody the
wandering soul. Santelmo are usually seen in the mountains and hills. This belief deviates
from the Christian teaching on the after life. Souls go to heaven if one was good or to hell
if one was bad. Santelmo is a warning for Filipinos who rebel against the colonizers they
do not go to hell but instead stays in the mountains where they usually seek refuge when
they were still alive. To evade penalties and corporal afflictions, Filipinos who could not
afford either monetary or species payment fled to the hills. Those who escaped from the
oppressive taxation were regarded by Spaniards as “lawless” remontados or tulisanes
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(bandits)” (Agoncillo 88). Even their souls did not succumb to the colonized spaces of the
Spaniards. In postcolonial context, this kind of narrative is a taboo in Western Philosophy .
“In Western Philosophy, culture or civilization is always opposed to nature or primitivity.
Culture refers to norm, canon, and modernity: nature designates whatever is unwholesome,
irrational, coarse, uncultivated, remote, anthropologically unfamiliar” (Xie 5).
Another book self-published by Dy-Liaco, “Mga Sambit Asin Kawat Nin Mga Aki
(Rhymes and Games for Children)” are now out of print. The book is a collection of Bicol
children’s games accompanied with rhymes. In the book’s introduction, it was stated that
the book is important in a world where “the proliferation of video games transfixes the
child’s visual competence without exercising his physical, intellectual socio-moral and
creative abilities” (III). This world view may be simplistic in lieu of modernity but it is
also factual because children nowadays seldom plays with an adult or parents who usually
recited the rhyme. An example is Gadi ng Gadi or Saw It! Saw It! where each hand of the
child is held by the father (or any adult), while each foot of the child is placed over the foot
of the father (or any adult) and the child is swung up ad down. The song goes “ Saw it, saw
it, saw in wood, do it, do it, make it good,! Saw it, saw it, hold me well, do it, do it, it
would sell” (9).
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Figure 15. Mga Osipon Pan Aki (Stories for Children) (Dy-Liaco, Leonor, n.d.)

Dy-Liaco’s books are the first attempt for contemporary Bicol children’s literature.
It was a self-published book in the 90s when she was still based in Hongkong. Carlos
Arejola, who is the director of the writing workshop I mentioned in my homecoming, lend
me these books from his collection. He told me that Dy-Liaco gave out free copies of the
book to his friends and some teachers in Bicol during her launch.
This is followed by a book edited by Carlos Arejola and Lorna Billanes, “Yudi
Man, Mga Osipon Para Ki Nunuy Asin Nini (Wow! Stories For Nunuy and Nini),” which
consists of five stories that won the Premio Tomas Arejola Writing competition. The
editors received a publication grant for the winning entries from the government office of
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the National Commission for Culture and the Arts (NCCA). The book is only available in
NCCA office or in regional literary or cultural conferences, and mostly the distribution is
throught the initiatives of its editors.
One story is Kan Magutom Buchok (When Buchok Gets Hungry) by H. Francisco
V. Peñones Jr, about a boy who learns to choose the right food to eat. Buchok seldom eats
dinner because he is usually tired from playing all day. He is also a choosy eater. His
mother always reminds him that, “Naglalagalag ang gutom na kalag or Hungry souls,
wander off” (2). One night he woke up very hungry, he looked for food in the kitchen.He
did not find any of his favourite junk foods. He smelled the aroma of delicious food
outside the house. He followed the scent until he found a table full of food. There he saw
healthy and delicious food like vegetables, rice, fish and meat. He grabbed the food but
they ran away from him. He told his mother about it, and she said, “Dai ka na naman
namanggi. Kaya hilinga, naglagalag an saimong kalag or Look, because you didn’t eat
dinner, your hungry soul wanders off last night” (13). This is in connection with a
traditional belief that hunger is not only for the body but also for the soul. This is unlike
the Christian belief. However in his book entitled Babaylan sa Kasaysayan ng Pilipinas
(Babaylan in the History of the Philippines), Zeus Salazar asserts that the kalag or soul
wanders at night according to pre-colonial beliefs. Hence, the word kalag both means to
detach in Bicol and Visaya. Therefore like the Santelmo, Bicol culture implies that the
soul is not easily colonized despite Bicol’s reputation as the most Christianized region.
Likewise, historian Danilo M. Gerona asserts, “The ordinary Bicolano is deeply religious.
Although the Bicol region is predominantly a Christian region where majority of the
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Bicolanos embrace the Catholic faith, its characteristic discomfort towards institutions and
authority resulted in the flowering of peculiar expressions of faith” (4).
Another story from Yudi Man is Maputing Agta (White Agta) by Sonny Sendon.
The Agta’s are black tribe who lives at the foot of Mt. Asog in Iriga. They are small, with
curly hair and flat nose but Asog in the story is a fair-skinned Agta. The narrator in the
story is a boy from the lowland of Iriga who met Asog when the latter studied in their
school. The community hearsay was that, the supposedly black boy, Asog is a son of a
Spirit that’s why his skin is white. This is the reson he was feared by other children and
condemned by many.
“Ay! Agtakarakata

Ay! Agtakarakata

A lubut malang bata! Your ass is smelly!
A lubut malang itum

Your ass is black

Nagidus sadto kugon.

You must have fallen from the stove.

(Sendon 55)
The narrator became friends with Asog even if the latter was hesitant at first. They
eat together during break time in school where he shares his ham and egg sandwich with
Asog, while the latter gives him cassava. After class, Asog also comes to his home to watch
TV. The narrator sometimes also accompanied Asog in their home in a resettlement site
for the Agtas. The boy witnessed his friend’s condition in the resettlement which is a place
far from Asog’s home in the mountains. Many tourists visit the resettlement just to see the
Agtas as an attraction. Later on in their friendship, the boy confided to Asog that early on
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he did not want to get near the Agta because he is afraid that he might experience
masibang or a superstitious implication of sickness of a person to another person. Asog just
laughed at this, and he told his friend that even the Agtas can get sick from the lowlanders.
Everyday Asog dreams of returning to the mountains. Their life in the resettlement is hard
with his four other siblings and his father cannot get a better job other than as a porter in
the market. The children in the center used to bully Asog that maybe he is not his father’s
real son. Hence, when he was a little boy, he would put charcoal all over his body to be
dark like the other Agtas. Asog’s condition is known as albinism which needs immediate
treatment according to the doctor. One day, Asog stopped going to class. The boy was
devastated upon learning that Asog died. He cannot believe this happened until he himself
saw the grave which the tombstone carries Asog Bagsit’s name. When the boy looked into
the sky, he observed that it was white as Asog. He turns his gaze to Mt. Asog’s apex and he
knew that his friend has finally returns home.
In Asog’s story, double marginalization is illustrated because of his skin. In
Bhabha’s, The Other Question, he mentioned colonization’s “discourse of power is an
apparatus that turns on the recognition and disavowal of racial/cultural/historical
differences” (41). Hegemony amplifies difference. As Bhabha citing Fanon’s emphasis on
the encounters in children’s stories where a white child is always the protagonist and the
black child the antagonist. Here, such dramas are enacted everyday in colonial societies,
says Fanon, employing a theatrical metaphor- the scene-which emphasizes the visible- the
seen” (46).

Asog is in the middle of two cultures who both did not understand his

condition. The Agtas cannot accept his white skin because they were blacks, while the
lowlanders cannot accept him because he is an Agta, and an albino Agta. Both of these
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groups were not aware of albinism as a medical condition and how to help Asog. Hence, it
can be concluded that the center was not different from that of their stereotyped ignorance
of the mountain people. Both the child from the mountains and the lowlands relive their
colonial divide.
Asog’s unique physical features hastened his discrimination from the two groups.
Asog is different not only because his name pertains to his race, but its special role in the
old society of Mt. Asog which also means, a chieftain in the tribe’s social hierarchy. But
another meaning of asog was an effeminate who clothed himself as a lady and imitated a
woman in all her behaviors. He adorned himself with various feminine jewelries such as
necklaces and pendants. The asog, in his attempt to appear like a woman would even
pierce his ears, a practice in the ancient Kabikolan greatly restricted only to women. “The
asog was responsible for ritual offering to Gugurang, the supreme God of Bicol” (Conde
39). Asog’s albinism was not accepted by two cultures who were conditioned to think in
terms of their skin’s color as an offshoot of colonization. Therefore Asog, the white Agta,
just like the asog, as effeminate were both displaced from their native land and position in
society because of their queerness. But Asog in the story explains the origin of his name:
“Nginarananan ako an ni Amay ta ako kaya kuno, bagana an ang bukid sa migraramrag (I
was named Asog by my mother because I’m like the bukid at dawn)” (Sendon 59). The
narrator in the story of Asog also thinks that his friend’s skin color is likened to the
mountains when the sun rises. The rice, corn and ginger are also as white as Asog when the
sun’s rays shine over them. It is in the mountain top that Asog saw the towns of Nabua,
Baao, Bato and Buhi along with other mountains like Mt. Isarog and Malinao. He dreams
of going back to the mountains away from the people, not because Asog was afraid of other
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people but in order to be free from the colonial hegemony of the lowlanders. In this osipon,
the opposing effects of colonialism to the lowlanders and the people of the mountains were
shown. For the lowlanders, Asog do not resemble an Agta and his whiteness was also of
different kind. Like a substance that lacks in his skin which caused his albinism, Asog’s
identity is unacceptable but ended with acceptance from a child from the lowland. A sign
of awakening is implied in the narrator’s gaze into the mountains.
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Figure 16. Yudi Man Mga Osipon Para Kina Nunuy Asin Nini (Wow! Stories for
Nunuy and Nini) (Arejola, Carlo and Billones, Lorna 2009)
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The third book is entitled “An Poon Kan Pili Asin Iba Pang Osipon Pan-Aki (The
Origin of Pili and Other Stories for Children),” is a compilation of three stories. An Poon
Kan Pili (The Origin of Pili) by H. Francisco V. Peñones, is about Kadunung (wise)
leading the people their new home in a promised land. Christine S. Bellen’s Argos, is
about a boy who had lost his pet hawk, Argos to a superstitious gambler uncle but was able
to come home to him again through the familiar mountain’s landscape. Last is Kristian S.
Cordero’s Unang Uwi sa Bicol (First Visit in Bicol) is a story of a boy’s first visit to his
parents’ hometown in Bicol. These books are available in local bookstores, schools and
souvenir shops in seminaries in Naga city.
Cordero’s story narrates Gabriel’s first homecoming to Bicol. His mother hails
from Bicol but he was born and raised in Manila. His mother was from the island of
Catanduanes, Most of their relatives were already living abroad hence they just went home
to Sorsogon. The mother and child took the 12 hour bus ride to Sorsogon. Gabriel was
amazed when he saw the Mayon Volcano.He met his relatives in Sorsogon. He tasted the
local food and he also swam with the Butanding or whaleshark, which he likened to a giant
mountain. They also went to Naga City, and it became known to him that the place was
recognized as “the heart of Bicol” He jokingly asked about the heart, “does Bicol have a
liver or hand? Maybe Manila was pure bile?” (Ibid). After two hours they stopped in the
church and his mother introduced him to the Mother and the Heart of Bicol, he saw the
image of the Nuestra Señora de Peñafrancia, patron of Naga and Bicolano devotees.
Gabriel returned to Manila with fond memories of Bicol.
Gabriel’s story reminds me of my own homecoming to Bicol when I was a child.
Living in the province is a new experience for children from Manila. Cordero likened
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Manila to a bitter bile while the heart is associated with Bicol. The story clearly tackles the
city and country as binaries. There is utopia in the country. It has amazing sceneries and
species like the Butanding, fresh air, delicious food and kind-hearted people. On the other
hand, likening Manila to a bile connotes dystopia. On the other hand, Gerona explains the
Bicolano devotion to the Lady of Peñafrancia, “The numerous religious traditions
preserved and still practiced in various towns of the region which bear visible elements of
Pre-Spanish indigenous religion attests to the enduring spirit of Bicolano religiosity. The
most distinctive and visible evidence of their faith is exemplified in their special devotion
to the Lady of Peñafrancia, Patroness of Bicolandia whom every Bicolano affectionately
regards as their celestial mother and intimately addresses as “Ina”” (4).
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Figure 17. An Poon Kan Pili (Legend of the Pili Nut) (Penones, Frank, Bellen,
Christine, and Cordero, Kristian 2011)

The fourth book is “Kan Mag-Ati An Tubig sa Dagat: Osipon Pan-Aki Hali sa Oral
Tradition kan Pamilya ni Buboy Aguay” (When the Sea-Water Receded: A Children’s
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Story from Buboy Aguay’s Family Oral Tradition) is a distinct book. Aguay talks about
the poverty of a family who abandoned their children but reunited again and went home
together with a sack of rice to begin their new life. The manuscript was printed in a
stapled bond paper, with crayon colored illustrations. I found the book during the Pagsurat
Bicolnon (Bicol Writing) conference.
The story is about a very poor family. Because they can no longer feed their three
children, the spouses chose to leave them in the middle of the sea. One midnight they rode
a boat bringing with them a small amount of poisoned rice porridge. When they were far
from the shore, the couple jumped off the boat and swam back to the shore leaving their
children behind. When the siblings felt hungry, they attempted to eat the porridge but one
of them said that he saw their cat died upon tasting it. So they decided to throw the
porridge into the sea and when they did, the water suddenly disappeared. They found
themselves in a strange backyard of an old man with a nipa hut and a well. He welcomed
the siblings and asked them to catch the anchovy in the well and put it on a clay pot. He
also asked them to get a grain of palay (rice), peel it and put it on a clay pot. When they
were about to eat, the children were surprised as the anchovy transformed into a big fish
and the second pot overflowed with cooked rice. According to the old man, they are in the
land of Ayon sa “kapanoan (abundance) asin katanosan (righteousness)” (Aguas 11). The
children stayed in that place until two old couples came. They took care of the children.
Eventually, it was revealed that they are their parents. The couple asked for forgiveness.
The old man told them to return to their home. When they went back, they saw a sack of
palay in the boat. The sea reappeared. They planted the palay at home and started to live
without starving.
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The story might lack some modern elements but it was rich in symbolism as an oral
tale that the author’s family kept for years. Aguay’s effort in narrating the story shows its
significance. This is because “narrators of usipon (kuwento) called kadunongs (wise
person). The term dunong in Bicol language means knowledge. Through the narratives,
they transfer to the next generation not only forms of belief constituting knowledge of
reality, but also the attitudes and actions produced by this knowledge. Collectively, these
kadunongs of our region is like a huge archive –the repository of academically unexplored
knowledge of our culture” (Conde 59).
The couple needs livelihood to support their poor family. The sea became the
mediator to discover the richness that the sea and land offers. In Eugene Evasco’s essay
entitled, Mahiwagang Laot, Mahiganting Alon: Ang Dagat sa Panitikang Pambata
(Mysterious Ocean, Colossal Wave: The Sea in Children’s Literature), he quips, “The
Philippines is surrounded by water but there are limited stories about the sea” (10). Aguay
might be conscious or not about this trend he might not be concerned at all because his
production and distribution are independent.
The couple went to the sea to resolve their children’s hunger but instead of dying,
the sea gave them another chance at living. When they threw the toxic porridge, the sea
disappeared and they were transported into the land of abundance and goodwill. The
children had enough food, the family were reunited and reconciled. The role of the old man
is a classic deus ex machina. This kind of resolution exemplifies peculiar expressions of
faith (Gerona 4). The family should have asked the government or other social institutions
to help them but “extreme personalism renders him uncomfortable with formalities. This
perhaps explains why Bicolanos are family-centered as it is his family that he can be
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himself. This also explains why he feels uncomfortable with institutions or bureaucracy
and wih rules and regulations prescribing standard behaviour and procedure” (Ibid). The
old man became part of the poor family as their provider. The sea signifies the resolution
of the story because in Filipino culture, rice and viand are the primary food. The sea
provides the fish that usually forms the nutritious viand. Like the anchovies, the family
might become a big fish in the future.
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Figure 18. Kan Mag-Ati an Tubig sa Dagat (When the Sea Water Receded) (Aguay,
Buboy 2012)
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Children’s literary production in Bicol is distinct from Manila as it is still in its
early stages and started with self-publication and by advocacy foundation. Naga City
catered to this movement in the contemporary period along with publication in other parts
of the region. Zipes used Bourdieu’s habitus as “out of necessity we must learn to position
ourselves and internalize sets of taste, codes, and values if we want to assume a particular
role or function in a social institution, class, or group” (64). Bicol children’s literature is
yet to become an industry but it can be said that it is now on its growth. In the coming
years, children’s literature in Bicol and other regions might develop and expand as a result
of the implementation of the Mother Tongue-based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE)
in line with the K to 12 curriculum.
Most of the books uses Osipon Pan-aki or “Stories for Children.” This signifies the
assertion of the books as children’s literature. Branding or labeling helps to familiarize the
readers to be conscious of the existence of Bicol Children’s Literature. Osipon do not only
means story as in the term’s meaning in Marcos de Lisboa’s Vocabularia de la Lengua
Bicol (Vocabulary of Bicol Language) according to Conde (98). In Malcom Mintz’s Bicol
Dictionary, he explains that the term osipon or usipun comes from the root word usip by
adding the prefix mag or i, usip or i-usip which means to squeal on, to tattle on or to
inform. Furthermore, “adding prefix ma+ka, usip becomes makausip, which means to talk
to, to converse with. I would add – that usipun + prefix mag, becomes, mag-usipun, which
means to narrate a story” (Conde 107). In this argument, I would add that in Bicol, stories
are active and dynamic because usip in osipon or usipon has something to say, and
someone to say to. In this context, the “complaint” is an exposition of the genre that has
long been silenced. It is an assertion of the regional literature in the formation of national
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literature. According to Hosillos, in dealing with regional literature,“there is a need to
preserve the literary/literariness of the text and its qualities, values, and norms that
constitute its identity and individuality” (xi). Literariness does not only rely on craft but
“more so as an embodiment of the life, culture, and history of the society in which it was
created and which lives by it. Such method has to integrate literarity and nationality in the
formation of a national literature without the loss of the identity of the minority
constituents” (Ibid). The analysed texts were apt with Hosillos’ categories.
Exposition of Bicol culture is among the trope of the analysed texts. This include
beliefs on mythological beings, children’s games and rhymes and proverbs and sayings
that define their difference from the center. Beliefs highlight in Dy-Liaco’s book are
prohibited in the Christian beliefs. Bicol historian Gerona describes the culture as very
superstitious, hence a 19th century Franciscan Missionary named Fray Castaño said, “Any
mystery for them was a good or evil omen, depending on their fantasies or fears. Their
monotonous, nomadic and solitary lives in a harsh environment were also factors that
caused the enormous number of their superstitious beliefs” (29) The colonizers response is
to silence the people, “In order to colonize indigenous natives, Western imperialism has to
represent otherness as evil” (Xie 8). Children’s literature is integral in reclaiming the
cultures of the marginalized.
The indigenous language is an integral part of decentering. The authors have the
option to submit their works to Manila based publishers but it is not their purpose. Bicol
writers persist in publishing, organizing conferences and contests for Bicol literature.
Bukid is not literally found in all the stories, but its historical voice hails their
consciousness and imagination as symbol of identity honed by culture and history as the
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landscape that served as a refuge against the colonizers. “Mt. Isarog became the refuge of
rebels, the remontados or those who had gone back to the mountains and cimarrones or
runaway slaves” (Realubit 4). In using Asog, Sendon illustrated how contemporary
othering is experienced by the Agta. The double marginalization resulting from Western
and Filipino colonizers featured in the story is highly significant. Here, the new voice of
the bukid is present as reclaimed by Bobbi’s Cantata. This voice is full of courage and
refuses to be silenced.
Bicol literature is pragmatic and it cannot be merely boxed into usual forms of
categorizations. The production of children’s literature is not commercial unlike the
mainstream children’s literature produced in Manila. This is not due to lack of market of
readers but because the rhythm of literary production also respects changes in the natural
process of nature, which has the propor time for planting and harvesting, for migrating and
returning, and for settling.

1

An example is Cofradia de San Jose in Mt. Banahaw was founded by Apolinario dela Cruz o HermanoPule
who fled from the Spanish oppressors . Pule and his wife were captured and beheaded. Their remains were
installed in the roads leading to Tayabas. He promised to return as a Holy Voice.Gorospe, Vitaliano R.,S.J..
(Manila: Bookmark Inc. 1992) 200
2

“The Colorum Society, as the brotherhood came to be called, soon became involved in the revolution
largely through the efforts of their Pastor Sebastian Caneo who was primarily responsible for interpreting
separation from Spain as a sign that the world was about to undergo a substantive change, for which his
brotherhood must prepare through prayer and participation in the struggle.” Ileto, Reynaldo C. Pasyon and
Revolution Popular Movements in the Philippines, 1840-1910. (Manila: Ateneo de Manila University Press
1979) 75.
“Gods and goddesses known as diwata, and ancestor spirits were generally benevolent or neutral and could
be approached ritually for good crops, health, and fortune. But they also caused illness or misfortune of not
given due respect.” Mc Andrew, John P. A Philippine Worldview of Spirit Encounters People of Power.
(Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press 2001)5.
3
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4

Bicol is known to her devotion to the Virgin Mary, the Our Lady of Peñafrancia , also known as Ina or
Mother. It has a mystical and miraculous history leading to a lot of converts. Some interprets this devotion to
the Virgin’s similarity with the heroines DaragangMagayon or withOryol, the snakewoman and heroine who
saved Handiong, the hero of the epic Ibaloi. Reyes, Jose Calleja. Bikol Maharlika. (Manila: JMC Press Inc.
1992) 181
5

However, based on my interview with Realubit and my archival research and interviews, there are literary
works told, seen, read and participated in by Bicol children. Samples of these works are folktales (Juan
Osong, Onglo, TaongLipod or Engkanto, Tambaluslos), the patotodon or riddles, sayings or arawiga, rawitdawit (6-8 syllables to a line 4-8), tigsik (toast poem). It also includes the Christianized epic Ibalon (Mojares
12),; novelletas like the Maogmang Historia ni Aldino, an Saiyang Misteriosong Lampara Maravillo sapatin
kan saiyang Magayon na Agom na si Prinsesa Badrolboudor kan Imperiong Tsina (The Exciting History of
Aladdin, His Mysterious Marvelous Lamp and His Beautiful Wife, Princess Badrolboudor of the Chinese
Empire),” theater plays, ritual such as dotoc or religious devotion to the Holy Cross during April and May
(Llana 1)) wherein children are involved, and books used by the American Public School system like Pepe
andPilar , DiwangKayumanggi (Native Mind), and the Philippine Readers Series.
6

Examples of Bicolano writers and their researches are Journey and Discovery in the Narratives of
MerlindaBobis” ni Lorna Arejola-Billanes, “From Epic to Palate: The Indian Taro in Bicol Literature” by
Judith Salamat, and papers in the Bicol language. See Carlos Arejola “Gipaw Bicol: An Literaturang
Bikolnon sa Nakaaging Apat naTaon (Rise Bicol: Bicol Literature in the Last Four Years).” Unpublished
paper. (Naga City: PagsuratBikolnon Conference, 2008) 5.
7

Don Tomas Arejola was born in Nueva Caceres. Like Rizal he was a member of the Propaganda movement
. He studied law in Central Universidad de Madrid but he failed to finish because of the call of the 1896
Revolution. Gerona, Danilo. From Epic to History: A Brief Introduction to Bicol History. (Naga City: Ateneo
de Naga, 1988) 115.
8

“Sikolohiyang Pilipino or Philippine Psychology is the embodiment of the systematic and scientific study,
appreciation and application of indigenous knowledge for, of and by the Filipinos of their own psychological
make-up, society and culture, rooted in their historical past, ethnic diversity and the dynamic interaction of
Filipinos with forces within and outside their social and physical boundaries”. Enriquez, Virgilio. From
Colonial to Liberation Psychology: The Philippine Experience. (Quezon City: University of the Philippines
Press 1992) 26.
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Conclusion
The Postcolonial in Philippine Children’s Literature
Postcolonial theory needs further analysis in order to flesh out the dichotomies
created by colonialism. This study explicates the peripheral productions of children’s
literature in the Philippines and outside the lens of the center. In Unsettling Narratives,
Clare Bradford explains the “politics of knowledge” about colonization, relations between
indigenous and non-indigenous people and the projected futures of postcolonial societies
inform contemporary children’s books, keeping in mind that the enmeshing of Indigenous
and European histories renders it impossible, as Dening says, for anyone to speak “just for
the one, just for the other” (4). The book is significant as an analysis of the indigenous
voices in the 1980s in the production of children’s literature about their colonial
experience. Here, Bradford believes in the importance of understanding the complexities of
colonial history and its implication to children’s literature. According to her, one reason for
the relative neglect of postcolonial studies in children’s literature lies in the continuing
dominance, both in children’s books and critical discourses, of liberal humanist modes of
thought, which foreground the concept of self-determining individuals engaged in the
process of self-actualization and emphasize what humans have in common across time and
space, a paradigm that leaves little space for more historicized and politicized readings”
(7). Also, the West has monopoly over the production and distribution of children’s
literature even its history through its religion and education, as in the case of the
Philippines for example.
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The Philippines is among the countries influenced by colonial education. The
Manila based production is among the most active producer of children’s literature. The
study illustrated how the genre began in the 1960s as an implication of the oppression
brought about by Marcos’ dictatorship. It started as meaningful advocacy for Philippine
Children’s Literature because it proves the genre’s power to awaken children’s social
consciousness. But on the other hand, the commercial trend of children’s literature may
also be traced in the said period. The genre might have been produced and distributed
carefully if it was not coopted by consumerist system. According to Tolentino, this has
resulted to, “encourage the middle class lifestyle, and a childhood that is not always
favorable in honing a clear sense of childhood”(50). He also called the genre as a big
cottage industry (60) as the genre succumbed to rampant commercialization.
The then first lady Imelda Marcos also used children’s literature for her fight
against malnutrition through the distribution of nutribun breads and oatmeals in schools,
and the creation of books, that for her will satisfy the metaphorical hunger of the child’s
mind. I am among the children who underwent this program. Unfortunately, we were
asked to pay for the supposedly free nutribun breads, not to mention that the ingredient
used for the bread was stale flour, and the oatmeals were already rancid. The beginning of
children’s books publication made a lucrative business to established publishing houses.
An investigation on the center exposes the landscape of children’s literary
production. For instance, the Smokey Mountain or the mountain of garbage in Manila,
serves as the metaphor of the city’s excesses. In analyzing stories such as Chun, the study
shows how Intramuros or walled city remains to signify cultural exclusivity and represent
the pro-center sensibility. This is also evident in the story Ayoko Pang Matulog (I Don’t

Bellen 179
Want to go the Bed Yet) as it highlights issues of the urbanized child. Lastly, even the
attempt to deviate from the hegemonic center in Ang Ikaklit sa Aming Hardin (Sunflower
in Our Garden) failed as it to returned to the center oriented sensibility.
Catholic morals encompass almost all children’s books in the Philippines. The
absence of representation from other religions is very symptomatic of the dominance of a
Christian hegemony. Education and evangelization depicted in the books were
instrumental in the promotion Christian values especially during Spanish colonization. The
colonizers were only concerned to teach Christian subjects. Hence, Rizal advocated for the
translation to Tagalog of selected texts in Hans Christian Andersen, and retold Philippine
folktales. This initiative made him the “Father of Children’s Literature in the Philippines.”
Rizal was also among the first writers who listened to the voice of the mountain when he
articulated the abuses of the colonizers. His return to folklore is his acquiescence to the
historical voice of the mountain, the Mt. Makiling which according to Mojares, Mariang
Makiling represents the Motherland in Rizal’s imagination.
In the Philippines, the mountain serves as a home for the discriminated,
lawbreakers, guerillas and other indigenous communities. This “landscape history seeks to
understand and account for the influence of the past upon present territory” (Carroll 4).
One of the significant contributions of this study is the use of landscape in reading
children’s literature. In Landscape in Children’s Literature Jane Carroll studied the topos
of sanctuary and greeneries like gardens, farms, wilderness, ang roadway; and lapsed topos
like caves, graves, and ruins. She did not include mountains which I believe is one of the
most significant landscape in Filipino culture because, “the tension between the city and
the mountain is best expressed in the mountains as it was spared from colonial influence
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(Evasco 11). Likewise, Raymond Williams did not include the mountains in his analysis of
the various forms of ideas of City and Country. He did not tackle the possible mediation
between the two spaces and if the mountain perspective can be used in analysis.
The mountain is very specific to Philippine pre-colonial history as it served as
home and venue of livelihood thereby shaping their culture. During the colonial period, the
mountain continued to be the refuge of revolutionaries. Colonizers attempted to silence the
rich revolutionary history in the mountains as embodied by the diwata stories. The study
used the bukid because it encompasses all the characteristics of the mountains, it pertains
to the forest, farm, mountain and volcano. Not all volcanoes are recognized as a bukid but
Bicolanos uses the term to pertain to the Mayon Volcano.
The mountain has a lot of stories, though not directly told by children’s stories, the
voice of the mountain dismantles the gap between people of the city and the province and
even their class structure. Bradford cites Harvey and explains this divide as “the ‘imperial
gaze’ mapped the world according to its own needs, wants, desires, imposing a map of the
world in such a way as to suppress difference” (147). Emphasis on difference led to
different levels of othering. Hence, the peripheral mountain transcends the city and the
province in its capacity to be a reminder of history. It is where forgotten ancient ways and
lore nests which are now embodied in contemporary children’s stories. Children’s
literature strives to equally represent gender, race and class in the midst of pressures
brought by commercial publication. Conformity to prevailing morals and norms limits the
imagination. There are still a lot of stories rooted on Philippine culture that has yet to be
told. Industry has set the norm for picture books according to size, paper, binding,
illustrations and language in order to conform to business standards. In addition, capitalism
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also shapes the prevalence of city culture as setting and milieu of the genre. These trends
are not only caused by the publishers’ need to profit but also to match against dominant
Western publications that Filipino parents usually prefer. On the other hand, there also
advocacies to develop local literature and Filipino language are also present in children’s
literature. Priority and value on Western products, culture and language is influenced by
American education.
The academe’s recognition of the genre through workshops and grants is significant
in the development of the children’s literature in the Philippines. There are a number of
scholars in the areas of Children’s Literature and Childhood Studies in the Philippines. To
name a few, from the University of the Philippines, Filipino Department, Dr. Eugene
Evasco, Dr. Rosario Torres-Yu, and Will Ortiz are in the forefront of both creative and
academic research in children’s literature. While in the English Department, Prof. Lalaine
Y. Aquino and Heidi Abad. In the Ateneo de Manila University, together with my
collegues, Dr. Cyan Abad, Dr. Katrina Gutierrez, Dr. Edgar Samar, Michelle Paterno,
Allan Derain, and Carlota Francisco are also advocating in the teaching, research, and
creative production of children’s literature. However small in number, the initiatives are
still significant. National conferences have been established by the University of the
Philippines in Diliman. Initiatives on inter-disciplinal perspectives have started specifically
in the fields of literature, language at linguistics, sociology, cultural studies, history, and
psychology. Despite its city-oriented perspectives, creative writing workshops help in the
proliferation of stories, poetry and novel for children. Also, the genre’s inclusion in
national literary awards is evident of its legitimacy. However, in its 50 years of existence,
there is no significant development in the form as the genre is still dominated by the
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picture book format. Hence, children’s play and film has yet to be recognized. Western
picture books and poetry are more popular and cheaper to produce than plays and films.
Only a number of artists are engaged in the field. Disney still dominates the children’s film
industry along with their toys and accessories for children. I think that the notion of grand
spectacles set by Western standards influence the audience’s preference. Spectacle requires
big budget productions and technology that the Philippines does not have. Hence, Western
plays dominate and its high ticket price means that it is only accessible to children of
affluent families. Disney movies are more accessible through movie theaters,
downloadable files and through television broadcasts. Western influence on Children’s
Literary production continued in the center’s production. The church, school and family
are among the institutions that affirmed this development. Nevertheless, despite its
consumerist orientation, the genre still represent the potentials of developing progressive
ideologies for children to be agents of social change as exemplified in the stories of
returning and homecoming to the self.
Returning to folktales is important because according to Tolentino, folklore has
subversive elements. “The fairy tale and folklore have unique contrary values about the
failures of the moralistic hegemonies in real life” (51). Subversion is a source of
empowering children to be critical thinkers for them to question and understand that their
daily lives are a part of a greater whole. The stories includes the nation’s history and the
existence of political issues that shape the child’s realities: his family, education, religion,
gender and the environment. For Lurie and Tolentino, children’s songs and games are also
of highest significance. “Children’s games and rhymes and jokes do not exist in isolation:
they have echoes in history, anthropology, archeology, literature, popular culture, and art
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(Opie qtd by Lurie 190)”. Children’s Literature does not always deals with serious themes
but it is still important for joy and lightness in this genre. To Villanueva, one of the most
recognized best Filipino writer for children, believes that however complex life maybe,
children should still be given the capacity to hope from their literature.
In the study, I traced my identity to the province of Bicol, my father’s place of birth
and my childhood home. My use of bukid as a framework in reference to Bicol’s Mayon
Volcano which encompasses the mountain, volcano, forest and the field, represents all
mountains in the Philippines that were sites of the fight against colonization. Like the
distance from the center, the proximity of the mountain to the people’s culture reflects the
distinct forms of production and distribution of children’s literature in the province. The
Bicol stories tell a more realistic depiction of life. They illustrate the lives of indigenous
communities, the poverty brought by the feudal agriculture, the ancient beliefs and valuesthemes that Western perspectives fail to understand. “Postcolonial literary studies resist
universalizing interpretations, preferring to focus on the local and the particular” (Bradford
8). Children’s stories produced outside Manila articulates their own stories, histories and
cultures with the goal of not only resisting the norm but also negotiation and dialogue to
carve their own place in the national literature. Children’s literature in Bicol has yet to be
an industry but it responds to the challenges of publication and distribution through selfpublication and communal efforts. The sense of community is implied in the writing of an
anthology unlike the individualized writings of picture books in Manila. The bulk of
published Bicol literatures demonstrate the genre’s respect to the seasons like how
Bicolano’s wait for the planting and harvesting seasons.
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I consider my writings as not only confined to one place but they tread between
Manila and Bicol. My senses were invigorated by the mountains that fuel my narratives.
My hearing is amplified by her presence. I hear the bukid even in the histories of my
motherland. Manila might make us forget, but we never lose our bukid in our
consciousness. It is remembered through the smell of the grass, trees, plants; the sound of
flowing water and even in the irritating sound of city traffic—a great reminder of one’s
own serene home far away. The bukid’s voice is a part of our identity, it needs to be
shared and inquired in order to fully understand how we can transcend our colonial
experience.
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