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The Spectre of Comparison

Filipino Identity May Have Never Existed 

In the twentieth century, the continuous flow of 
goods, information, technology and people has dest-
abilised identity paradigms that served as markers to 
objectify biological and cultural characteristics of an 
ethnic or racial group.

Identity can no longer be derived from just a sense 
of “homeland”, both real and mythical, rooted in ge-
ography. As globalism established a monopolised cap-
italist culture it would seem like there are no borders 
or bounds. Everything and everyone is in a state of 
constant conversion; identity becomes blurred and 
contested.

Albeit controversial and contrived, identity serves 
as a way to achieve belongingness of a nation. When 
we are able to catalogue our sameness it stimulates 
kinship, homeland, biological or cultural heritage. 
Sameness and difference are crucial to the formation 
of identity.

Isolation and interaction are both powerful forces 
in shaping cultures. With isolation, a culture depends 
on itself to evolve and reinvent itself, producing sev-
eral unique things that can be seen nowhere else in 
the world. This culture will enrich the world with its 
singular cultural items when it eventually comes in 
contact with it. Isolation though can stunt a culture, 
preventing it from flowering in the absence of other 
cultures that can pollinate it.
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On the other hand, a culture with long and numer-
ous interactions with other cultures can also be en-
riched although it will often be in danger of losing 
its unique identity. Most cultures, if not all, develop 
through moments of isolation and interaction. The 
fact that no culture is “pure” attests to the fact that 
cultures inevitably influence each other.

The Philippines is no different. Our largest export 
commodity is our people with 2.4 million Filipinos 
living overseas. Some have become permanent mi-
grants, contract workers, sea-based workers and irreg-
ular migrants. As most keep in contact with families 
and friends in their home nation, their diverse lived 
experiences and exposure to foreign stimulus contrib-
ute to the reshaping of our reality.

What is a Filipino? Its definition has been constant-
ly redefined but there is no singular answer that can 
encompass “Filipino-ness”. Yet, we struggle to keep 
our old sense of nationhood, a banner we propagan-
dise under localism and nativism. But because of our 
constant exposure to other cultures we can never re-
main as the mythical Filipino we seek to be, even if 
we knew what it was in the first place.

What we do know is that in the dynamics of inter-
action lies the latent but strong act of comparison. 
Through comparisons, we form perspectives of our 
own culture. With the act of comparison, we find a 
way to place ourselves in the scheme of the world. In 
comparing, we decide what to adopt and what to dis-
card. Interaction, with the act of comparison, is both 
a beneficial and detrimental force.

This is tackled in the works of Lani Maestro and 
Manuel Ocampo, both have traversed several cultures 
and their circumstances have wrought changes with-
in them. They transformed their experiences into 
stimulating works from which we can gain insights 
and from which we can derive a conversation with the 
world.
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At the same time, it speaks of our participation in 
the 57th Venice Art Biennale, a world stage that we 
interact with and through which others can interact 
with us. We all come out changed in several ways, par-
ticipant and viewers, all in the act of comparison.

Virgilio S. Almario 
National Artist 
Chairman, National Commission for Culture and the Arts
Commissioner, Philippine Pavilion 



Introduction
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It is with great pride and honour that we bring The 
Spectre of Comparison, this year’s Philippine Pavilion, to 
the 57th Venice Art Biennale. The success of the Phil-
ippine Pavilion at the previous Biennale in 2015, the 
first in fifty-one years, was followed by the first Phil-
ippine participation at the Architecture Biennale last 
year. The Filipino voice in Venice is present, and must 
henceforth be consistent. 

Filipino artists are no strangers to their work being 
represented in the Biennale’s main exhibition: it is 
heartening and quite poignant that Christine Macel, 
Artistic Director of the Biennale, has invited David 
Medalla, a titan of modern art history, alongside ex-
citing young artists Katherine Nuñez and Issay Rodri-
guez to participate in this year’s edition. Yet the space 
for an official Philippine representation remains sig-
nificant and necessary. As much as a pavilion that we 
can call our own serves, as a platform for the world 
to see us through our art – Venice is a site charged 
with exercises in soft power and cultural diplomacy 
– I most value what its artists, curator and the exhi-
bition form can do to problematise our own slippery 
understandings of our nationhood, complicating and 
expanding what is already, for ourselves, so difficult 
to pin down.

The Venice Biennale, by its very nature, is a site 
where national identities are constructed, where they 
are imagined, then enacted. At this current moment, 
when nationalism has – both in the West and clos-
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er to home – taken on a particular form that is ugly 
and hateful, the framing of art away from its trans-
national, globalised reality can feel reductive, even 
regressive. Nationalism is a troubling notion, yet the 
nationalisms of Europe in 2017 are not the same as 
that which led to anti-colonial revolt in late nine-
teenth-century Philippines. The Spectre of Comparison 
evokes Rizal, but it also conjures the spirit of the 
late, great Benedict Anderson, who, while exposing 
the “philosophical poverty” of the notion of nation, 
also acknowledged its rootedness in utopian values, 
in love, solidarity and community. From these ideals 
emerges art, and, in the case of the Philippines, na-
tional liberation.

This exhibition questions the processes with which 
our identity as a nation has been formed and our cu-
rious condition as an archipelago of varied languages 
and ethnicities brought together by this modern con-
struct. That these processes occurred in the context of 
hundreds of years of colonialism and occupation is not 
insignificant. The “spectre of comparison” ensures it 
is impossible for us to comprehend who we are with-
out the painful hauntings of our history. This was the 
case for Crisostomo Ibarra, for Rizal, and I am sure for 
Medalla, for Lani Maestro and Manuel Ocampo. These 
artists are all immigrants, as so many Filipinos are or 
have been: the West exists as both perpetrator and 
refuge; the Philippines as the home suddenly ripe for 
critique. The effect must be vertiginous and dizzying. 
I celebrate that this year’s Philippine Pavilion argues 
for the diasporic experience as an intrinsic part of the 
Filipino identity, as that identity and the nationalism 
that it fosters continue to shift and remake itself, pro-
ducing great art in its wake.

Senator Loren Legarda 
Republic of the Philippines 
Project Visionary
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The Spectre of Comparison

For myself, I felt a kind of vertigo.  

For the first time in my young life  

I had been invited to see my Europe  

as through an inverted telescope.”

How does one represent a nation then? Do we turn 
to the contemporary, the present? Search current art 
practice? Scour the global and seek from the past? Or 
are there generative ways by which to reconstitute 
the contemporary without being caught within the 
prison of the present, or in the past as the site for pro-
ducing the present?

The exhibition comes at a time when political winds 
are blowing toward the shifting nationalisms emerg-
ing in Europe and Asia; where the ideas of nation, the 
national and nationalism are being played out in ever 
more frightening directions.  Authors who strive to 
produce a body of work to address the idea of nation, 

“
 Benedict Anderson, Spectre 

of Comparisons: Nationalism, 
Southeast Asia, and the World 
(Ateneo de Manila University 

 
To realise the extent of this 
double vision of Anderson’s, 
please refer to an extended text 

 Lloyd Kramer, “Historical 
Narratives and the meaning 
of Nationalism”, The Journal 
of History and Ideas

of nationalism and national 
identity typically depend 
on various dichotomies that 
define the nation in terms 

places or people – the dynamic 
process of identity formation 
that has received wide attention 
in contemporary cultural 
studies. My own view of the 
‘oppositional’ structures in 
nationalist thinking coincides 
with the concise description 
by Peter Sahlins: ‘National 
Identity is a socially constructed 
and continuous process of 
defining “friend” and “enemy”...
National identities... do not 
depend on the existence of 
any objective linguistic or 

the subjective experience of 

The production of an exhibition framed as such by 
the Venice Biennale is a perplexing position. This 
becomes more so if the position is within a country’s 
pavilion where the idea of representation – national 
representation – lies heavy. For what is “national” now 
in  the mid-twenty-first century? In the art context, 
the Venice Biennale, which has been running since 
1895, remains the stage for art where countries come 
to represent themselves.
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no matter how fraught, come up with discourse nec-
essarily based on their contexts of contemporary pol-
itics, culture and society. They are also necessarily in-
fluenced by ever-continuing re-definitions of gender, 
literature, history, which have all emerged from the 
-isms of the post-modern, the post-colonial and the 
multi-cultural.3 With the events4 of the past year in-
fluencing the years to come, we should be prepared to 
find ourselves living in very interesting times.

To position the Philippines within the imagination 
of “nation” was, according to Benedict Anderson, 
first imagined by José Rizal. In 1887, while in Berlin, 
the 26-year old ilustrado wrote his first novel Noli Me 
Tángere. This novel was unique among anti-colonial 
fictions written under colonialism, because Rizal, 
having lived in Europe for years, found himself in a 
“position to ridicule the colonialists rather than mere-
ly to denounce them.”5 The novel is set in Manila and 
peopled with characters drawn from the late nine-
teenth-century city. It made clear to Rizal’s first read-
ers that “The Philippines” was a society in itself, even 
though those who lived in it had as yet “no common 
name”.6 This book became one of Rizal’s main contri-
butions to the burgeoning Philippine revolution, and 
its incendiary contents would lead to his execution 
some ten years later, in 1896. By this point, the tiny 
uprisings around Manila had become a full-fledged 
revolution and the intelligentsia, the ilustrados, who 
led the Revolution began to refer to themselves as fili-
pino,7 leaving behind the segregation inherent in cate-
gories of native, mestizo, insulares and peninsulares. 
A revolutionary nationalism had formed the idea of a 
nation. El demonio de las comparaciones, the experience 
of Rizal’s protagonist, is the double vision of experi-
encing events up close and from afar: no longer able 
to see the Philippines without seeing Europe nor gaze 
at Europe without seeing the Philippines. As Ander-
son points out in his essay: “Here indeed is the origin 
of nationalism, which lives by making comparisons”. 

3 Ibid., 525. 
 
4 In 2016 the Philippine 
President Duterte, after just 
his first one hundred days 
in office, had already buried 
in the Libingan ng mga Bayani 
(Heroes’ Cemetery), the body of 
Philippine dictator Ferdinand 
Marcos, who for 27 years had 
been refused the honour by 
previous governments; and 
since has had thousands killed 
by police in a war on drugs 
and has been working for the 
return of the death penalty. 
Not that the rest of the world 
is any better: Donald Trump 
has been voted into office 
as the American President; 
Euro-British relations have 
started to fray when the 
UK’s bid to leave the EU was 
crystallised with the vote for 
Brexit; and we have North Korea 
which continues its missile and 
nuclear testing.

5 Benedict Anderson, Under 
Three Flags: Anarchism and the 
Anti-colonial Imagination (Anvil 
Publishing: Manila, 2006), 65.

6 Anderson,  
Spectre of Comparisons, 230.

7 Anderson, Under Three Flags, 
62–65: “In the Philippines, 
the filipino referred to creoles 
alone. In Spain, however, 
Rizal and his fellow students 
quickly discovered that these 
distinctions were unknown, 
or seen as irrelevant. No 
matter what their status was 
back home, here they were 
all filipinos, just as the Latin 
Americans in Madrid in the 
late eighteenth century were 
americanos…”.
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In a productive reversal, the indio from the colony un-
derstood the Other, and this realisation drove away 
any agreeable recollections of Europe. And this white 
man, on the other hand, experienced his Europe via 
Sukarno in Jakarta in 1963:

“Sukarno regarded himself as a man of the Left, and he 
was perfectly aware of the horrors of Hitler’s rule… he 
seemed to regard these horrors with the kind of calm…
[that] a devout Christian contemplates… centuries of 
massacres and tortures committed in His Name – or 
perhaps the brisk distance… [with which] schoolteach-
ers had spoken of Genghis Khan, the Inquisition… It was 
going to be difficult from now on to think of ‘my’ Hitler in 
the old way”.8

One’s colonial demonio was the other one’s spectre. 
The experience is individually manifested and went 
both ways: in the nineteenth century, from an unim-
aginable position; in 1963, through an almost impos-
sible (humbling) realisation.

Contemporary understandings of nationalism – and 
the development of nation during the nineteenth cen-
tury – cast nationalisms across temporal moments 
and spatial contexts. The latter formed during the last 
part of the nineteenth century evinced the produc-
tion of (a) nation, not of difference but of equality. The 
former comes from a far-right sentiment that subsists 
on the fear of difference, leading to the protection of 
sameness. Europe, especially, has been bristling at 
the edges since the 1980s, due to globalisation that 
effected the rise of neoliberalism: “economic crises, 
inequality, demographic change, anxieties brought 
about by terrorism… perceived (government) corrup-
tion…”.9 Nationalisms can run the spectrum of eth-
nocentricity, or they can be civic-focused; the more 
inclusive ones are based on political principles and 
respect for institutions that rest on subjective iden-
tification with a nation,10 the latter being Anderson’s 

8 Anderson,  
Spectre of Comparisons, 2. 

9 Christina Pazzanese, “In 
Europe, Nationalism Rising”, 
Harvard Gazette, accessed 21 
March 2017, news.harvard.edu/
gazette/story/2017/02/in-europe-
nationalisms-rising/: “All of 
these things have generated 
some level of anxiety among 
particularly white, native-born 
populations and a perceived 
status-loss at the group level 
among these folks, which 
then makes both nationalist 
and populist claims – and, 
especially, nationalist-populist 
claims – more resonant and 
more salient than they had been 
in the past”.

10 See Pazzanese, “In Europe,
Nationalism Rising”.
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imagined communities. In Asia, political alliances 
are also being sharply drawn with smaller nations 
seeking to balance world powers (currently the Unit-
ed States and China) by playing them off each oth-
er.11 The heads of state who decide to play this sort 
of politics, e.g. the Philippines and Vietnam, are able 
to cement their public image to their constituents 
back home as staunch nationalists not beholden to 
foreign powers.12 With all the posturing and shifting 
definitions given to modern states, the nation exists 
best as imagined. The flexibility of this concept gives 
individuals the freedom to be part of several nations 
and to hold different nationalities; they can exist in 
temporal moments and occupy geographical spaces to 
fulfill their affiliation with each nation. There exists 
dual-citizenship, desired by many Filipinos – allowing 
the freedoms to pass across borders and live life in a 
first-world situation, but with concurrent Filipino citi-
zenship that gives them the comforts of home and tra-
dition, and (in some past time – and hopefully in some 
future – but definitely not in the current present) the 
pride of being Filipino.

Temporal dislocations allow for ideas, objects and 
even people to imagine themselves beyond the pres-
ent, not necessarily catapulted to the future of the 
next moment, but easily sliding to a past to access it. 
Perhaps a haunting across the past, the present and 
future will allow the contemporary action of compar-
ison. 

It is unfortunate that the Philippine pavilion 
doesn’t find itself amongst the large permanent, 
nation-owned buildings in the Giardini, the French 
garden left by the despotic Napoleon. It was a garden, 
several gardens in fact, which “triggered Rizal’s pro-
tagonist Crisostomo Ibarra’s demonio de las compara-
ciones”. Gardens, public gardens, were one of those 
“formalised structures” that had been brought over 
to the colonies. They were utopic formations perfect-
ed by gardeners and landscape-makers, and symbolic 

11 This is a Cold War tactic 
of playing off one superpower 
against another, used by the 
Yugoslavian communist leader 
Josip Broz Tito, who broke with 
Moscow in the Cold War’s first 
years by declaring himself 
“non-aligned”. The United States 
rewarded him with economic 
aid; the Soviet Union, desperate 
to keep Tito from joining nato, 
rewarded him with autonomy 
and shows of respect.  
nytimes.com/2016/11/04/world/
asia/philippines-duterte-us-
china-cold-war.html

12 Max Fisher, “Rodrigo 
Duterte Plays U.S. and China 
Off Each Other, in Echo of Cold 
War”, The New York Times, 03 Nov 
2016, accessed 25 March 2017, 
nytimes.com/2016/11/04/world/
asia/philippines-duterte-us-
china-cold-war.html. This shift 
in foreign policy so alarmed 
the US that it has pulled back 
from leaning on Duterte and 
his government’s unabashed 
violation of human rights.
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greens of Paradise. It was the English who were the 
dedicated gardeners to their colonies, designing their 
grand Victorian gardens across their territories from 
Australia to Sri Lanka to Singapore; the Spaniards 
however, were less keen on nurturing shrubs than 
they were at rescuing souls for the Church. It is no 
surprise that the Spaniards only established the Jardin 
Botanico, the first official public garden in Manila, in 
1871. This Jardin was to become part of a network of 
botanical centres – one was in Havana – that meant 
to act like nurseries for the Botanical Gardens of Ma-
drid. Europe had begun to cultivate horticulture from 
the East and the greenhouses they built, gave them 
the means to collect and study the flora and fauna of 
their far-flung, inaccessible colonies. In Manila, there 
was the private botanical garden of the Augustinian 
priest Fr Blanco,13 but the grander public gardens were 
never taken seriously until the Americans came with 
the “City Beautiful” scheme of Daniel H. Burnham. 
Nevertheless, with this one-and-only garden (later 
re-named the Mehan Gardens) in Manila in 1896, the 
production of power via a public space was not lost 
on Rizal. In that single paragraph, he gives a nod not 
only to nature, but certainly acknowledges the gar-
den as bound to the colonial act of forcing nature to 
follow shape under the hand of the gardener/colonis-
er. After his description of that “single leaf” and the 
“flower to opening its calyx”, Rizal enters the garden 
and immediately the demon of comparison enters 
with him. Here he sees the contrast: the labour, the 
money necessary for Europe to function, and the ease 
with which things grow in Manila. And how pliable 
his country is. 

In narrating the garden, however, Rizal, produces a 
wormhole. Bypassing Spain’s already thinning impe-
rialism, he finds himself in the other parts of Europe. 
The garden that he compares Manila’s Jardin Botani-
co to, is not the one in Spain but a generalised gar-
den in Europe. The garden as a failed utopia, where 

13 Fr Blanco published Flora de 
Filipinas in 1837.
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the follies of nations are played out on its grounds. 
When el demonio de las comparaciones is articulated – in 
this giardini of his – Rizal steps out of the historicised 
moment of the colonised, and looks, observes, jux-
taposes, these two states of existence without losing 
sight of his position, his self. Mojares discounts the 
fact that Rizal simplistically wanted to see the islands 
“through the eyes of Europe”; he suggests instead that 
Rizal sought to move the line-markers of coloniality 
so much, so that: “Magellan did not discover the Phil-
ippines. History did not begin with colonialism”.14 But 
I would like to go further by suggesting that the ex-
perience of the demonio de las comparaciones that Rizal 
so aptly coined, is part of a contemporaneity that ac-
cesses a “multi-temporal re-mapping of history and 
artistic production outside of national and discipli-
nary frameworks”.15 When considered alongside this 
statement we can venture to situate Rizal as a figure 
bearing out contemporaneity, his experience of the 
demon of comparisons being a product of a spatial 
and temporal turn.

Having jettisoned Rizal as a figure that can be con-
sidered as part of the historical present, we can in-
vest in recouping the question of the contemporary. 
What makes the contemporary? Similar to nation, the 
definitions slide across a spectrum of definitions and 
tendencies. We are disposed to think of the idea of 
the contemporary as an unsettled present, with time 
being the constant that locates the objects and events 
that we refer to as contemporary. Time, however, is 
that which traps the contemporary to the present. For 
Lukacs the present was an unbridgeable “pernicious 
chasm“, difficult to climb out from. Agamben writes 
that it is a “singular relationship with one’s own time, 
which adheres to it and, at the same time keeps a dis-
tance from it”.16 Further, it is a relationship with time 
that adheres to it through a disjunction and an anach-
ronism.17 The difficulty with all of these is that the 
contemporary finds itself in this continuing state of 

15 Claire Bishop, Radical 
Museology or What’s‘ Contemporary’ 
in Museums of Contemporary Art, 
Koenig Books, 56.

16 Giorgio Agamben, “What is 
the Contemporary?”, What is an 
Apparatus? And Other Essays, 
(Stanford University Press: 
Stanford, California, 2009), 41.

17 Ibid.

14 Resil Mojares, Waiting for 
Mariang Makiling: Essays in 
Philippine Cultural History (Ateneo 
de Manila University Press: 
Quezon City, 2006), 60.
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becoming. The present becomes the past before it can 
even get to the future, an untenable and unproductive 
formulation. What is worse, in the case of contempo-
rary art, is that the phrase “contemporary art” has no 
critically meaningful referent; that it designates no 
more than totality of artworks produced within the 
duration of a particular present (our present).18 This 
“presentism”19 empties out the complex existential, 
social and political meanings of contemporaneity by 
being treated as a simple label.20 This idea of contem-
poraneity is new, so new, that Osborne hints that we 
tend to distill it as mere periodisation:

“… the conceptual grammar of con-temporaneity, a com-
ing together not simply “in” time, but of times: we do not 
just live or exist together “in time” with our contemporar-
ies – as if time itself is indifferent to this existing together 
– but rather the present is increasingly characterised by 
a coming together of different but equally “present” tem-
poralities or “times”, a temporal unity in disjunction, or a 
disjunctive unity of present times”. 21

These definitions by both Agamben and Osborne are 
important, as the exhibition The Spectre of Comparison 
is contingent upon the coming together of different, 
but equally present “temporalities”, of having a rela-
tionship to it and at the same time keeping a distance. 
The temporal elements that inhabit the show, move 
away from a linear telling of history as anachronistic. 
Further, I would like to consider the experience of the 
spectre of comparison as an historical object that can 
be mined, not just for meaning but as a politicised 
project. Using the following model of contemporanei-
ty by Claire Bishop:

“the contemporary is understood as a dialectical method 
and a politicised project with a more radical understand-
ing of temporality. Time and value turn out to be crucial 
categories at stake in formulating a notion of what I will 

18 Peter Osborne, Anywhere 
or Not at All: Philosophy of 
Contemporary Art (Verso: London 
and New York), 7.

19 Bishop, Radical Museology, 6: 
“The first concerns presentism: 
the condition of taking 
our current moment as the 
horizon and destination of 
our thinking…underpinned 
by this inability to grasp 
our moment in its global 
entirety, and an acceptance 
of this incomprehension as a 
constitutive condition of the 
present historical era”.

20 Osborne, Anywhere or Not at 
All, 19. 
 
21 Ibid.
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call a ‘dialectical contemporaneity’, because it does 
not designate a style or period of works themselves, so 
much as an approach to them”.22 

So much so, that reading the contemporary through 
the object “spectre of comparison” can be done not 
from the point of Rizal, but from the point of Ander-
son, and from there, produce a sightline that goes 
both ways, the past and the future: these being Rizal 
and the future/present being Ocampo and Maestros. 
Grammatically explored by Bishop, as being several 
tenses simultaneously: the past perfect and the fu-
ture anterior.23 Anderson becomes the hinge for us to 
access Rizal’s contemporaneity,24 as well as the point 
of engagement for the exhibition’s two artists, a tri-
ple temporality. This twenty-first-century exhibition 
links with the nineteenth century via an experience 
during the 1960s, the twentieth century. These are 
the sight lines from which the critical experience are 
individually manifested and accessed. These anachro-
nisms bring to bear the spaces occupied in the past 
and being occupied at present. 

“We notice that the three bodies mentioned share two 
qualities: 1 – each of these bodies are ‘storied’ into be-
ing before they actually appear in the narrative, and  
2 – each of them was already marked and/or wounded 
when they appear in the narrative. They carry the scars, 
markings or tattoos of their own respective histories and 
cultures.” 25

On this slippery concept of contemporaneity are 
Manuel Ocampo and Lani Maestro. We arrive at the 
heart of belonging to two states. Ocampo, Filipino and 
American; Maestro, Canadian and Filipino. National 
allegiances have never been so important until we 
speak of representation or of borders. For these two 
artists, their practices have been intertwined with 
their own thinking regarding origin and status, and 

22 Bishop, Radical Museology, 6.

23 Ibid., 24. 
 
24 Agamben, “What is the 
Contemporary?”, 41: refer to 
Agamben’s dys-chrony.

25 David Patrick Slattery, The 
Wounded Body: Remembering the 
Markings of Flesh (State University 
of New York Press: New York, 
2000), 135.
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the way they have responded to their shifting topog-
raphies, and their reflective calibration as they move 
across countries and geographical locations. 

When Rizal entered the space of the garden, the 
act was done as a literary device — this echoes Mer-
leau-Ponty’s work when the body enters a space. In 
this case Crisostomo Ibarra, the novel’s protagonist 
embodies Rizal’s politics as he steps into this dou-
ble-vision of a garden. The body and the place are con-
gruent: “Each needs the other. Each suits the other 
[…] the place is where the body is”.26 Without having 
characters in a novel or the production of a place, Oc-
ampo’s and Maestro’s site is that of the body. The same 
object and subject that has been the focus of inter-
est recently from Freud to Derrida, Foucault to Mer-
leau-Ponty. Lani Maestro’s sound work, installations 
and text-based work reference the body as one absent 
or distant, but ineluctably a presence. Manuel Ocam-
po’s paintings are crowded with images, of bodies in 
utter disregard of their natural contours or their func-
tions. Whereas Maestro’s body is disinclined at pre-
senting itself, Ocampo’s are ruinous and ruined. Both 
lay their siege on the body as a means to negotiate 
areas of their critical positions. 

Catherine Grout writes in a catalogue essay: “Much 
of Lani Maestro’s work is inhabited by the human 
body”,27 and with this sentence, condenses the artist’s 
continuing engagement with the body: as a metaphor, 
political site, a social construct: how it occupies and 
is occupied, how in its absence produces a presence,28 
in any given space.29 An advocate of Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology, Maestro’s engagement with the body 
is never about the physical imaginings, or even the 
form. Her work, so attached to the term minimalist, 
by virtue of her restrained aesthetic which employs 
text, sound and often rather rarefied installations, 
are usually limited to one or two elements. Whether 
ladders that reach out to “windows” inside a box, or 
a book of images of waves picturing a moving ocean, 

26 Ibid., 11.

27 Catherine Grout, Reciprocity 
in je sui tois, 2006, 2007. 
Exhibition catalogue (NB which 
has no page numbers). 
 
28 See Nick Peim, “Spectral 
Bodies: Derrida and the 
Philosophy of the Photograph as 
Historical Document”, Journal 
of Philosophy of Education (April 
2005), 75–77: Jacques Derrida 
speaks of this absence/presence 
as a spectral body.

29 Grout, Reciprocity. 
Grout makes a point about 
differentiating space and 
spatiality based on Erwin 
Strauss’ formulation. 
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or a sound piece with a murmured phrase, or silent 
post cards containing a line or two, her work always 
acknowledges the return to the individual.

The artist largely employs texts which inhabit the 
emotional timbre of a body. Her two neon works in 
the exhibition: No Pain Like This Body and these Hands, 
perform in this register. While the installation meron-
meron is similar to a constructed situation, it also ref-
erences the architecture of how the body dwells and 
inhabits space and place. 

The ruby-red neon, No Pain Like This Body, stands at 
the same height as a regular person. This aspect plac-
es the body directly in relation to the work, to the text 
and to the colour. The text however cuts through to 
the immigrant experience of Caribbean author Har-
old Sonny Ladoo (a Trinidadian who had migrated to 
Canada), whose book titled No Pain Like This Body 30 in-
fluenced Maestro’s production of this neon work; but 
it was also upon seeing the poorest district of Cana-
da, Downtown Eastside in Vancouver, with its pover-
ty, homelessness, prostitution and drug abuse31 that 
brought Ladoo’s text to mind. Maestro does not mere-
ly appropriate the title, she reverses the habitation 
of pain and extrapolates the capacity or incapacity 
of our bodies to handle great discomfort: no body like 
this pain. Originally placed in a gallery with shop win-
dows opening to the street, the neons glowed bright 
enough to draw people, who peered and experienced 
the work. Maestro’s intention was to access people 
outside. Even with the gallery closed, the street was 
the work’s home. It was through this window that au-
dience and artwork met. Language is one of the main 
carriers of Maestro’s practice, whether handwritten 
in script a hundred times over, or flashed in block 
letters on a screen, or a neon sign. Her relationship 
with language is as intense as her preoccupation with 
the body. We can say that for her, “Language bears 
the meaning of thought as a footprint signifies the 
movement and effort of a body.”32 In her work, the two 

30 Harold Sonny Ladoo,  
No Pain Like this Body, 1972.  
This was Ladoo’s first and last 
novel before he was murdered 
in the streets of Trinidad. The 
book, considered a classic in 
Caribbean literature, tells the 
brutal story of the violence that 
comes from growing up poor 
in Trinidad. It is said that the 
experiences of the protagonist 
Balraj was a reflection of  
Ladoo’s own. 

31 Alison Mayes, “Artist’s 
Works Speak Louder Than 
Words”, Winnipeg Free Press, 02 
Nov 2011, accessed 05 April 
2017, winnipegfreepress.com/
arts-and-life/entertainment/arts/
artists-work-speaks-louder-than-
words-133058068.html. 

32 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 
Signs, trans Richard C. McCleary, 
(Northwestern University Press: 
Illinois, 1964), 44.
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are mingled together, each one signifying the other 
to existence. 

The work these Hands is another neon piece, this 
time in blue. The complete text of the neon – “if you 
must take my life, spare these hands” – speaks to the 
body part most valued by artists. In the world of mu-
sic, great pianists have had their hands cast: perhaps 
a way of making music, the most abstract of the arts, 
more tangible. Once again, Maestro takes inspira-
tion from literature, lifting from the poem Flowers of 
Glass by Filipino poet Jose Beduya. A projection of the 
wounded body about to become. And the fear of the 
violence that comes with the promise of a limb about 
to be severed. It is not unusual, at least in the Philip-
pines, to give appellations based on the disfigurement 
of another (e.g Putol — which means cut off – is not un-
heard of), cruel as that may sound. What starts out as 
a cruel joke turns into an affectionate nickname; but 
no matter how affectionate, each time it is uttered it 
becomes a reminder of the individual’s lack of limb 
or limbs.

Among Maestro’s texts which link directly to Ma-
nuel Ocampo’s eschatological references found in his 
canvasses, is meronmeron, a Tagalog word, doubled, 
that calls out to being. Meron is the shortened form 
of the word mayroon. May speaks to existence, usually 
questioning its veracity, while roon indicates a place. It 
is similar in meaning to the word doon, but roon with 
its softer consonant, is gentler, more polite. Thus may-
roon speaks of existence in place, a space in this case. 
In meronmeron, found amongst the benches, its inspi-
ration drawn from the Venetian designer Enzo Mari’s 
iconic rough constructions, are the bodies that come 
and complete the structure. The benches are silent 
objects, almost like bodies, waiting to be occupied, to 
be peopled. In the way that Maestro constructs this 
installation, meronmeron doubles into itself. Meron is to 
have, to have being, but here the artwork has to await 
the audience to fulfill the latent obligation of its title, 
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its naming that individuates the work. Once it does 
there is a sense of relief, of accomplishment; once oc-
cupied, the benches fulfill the work’s commitment. 

From this space of meronmeron’s quiet, we face 
the energy of Manuel Ocampo’s paintings: colour-
ful, violent, macabre, scatological. At turns, alle-
gorical and mythic. Here, the image of the body is 
not absent but unabashedly present. Absences are 
intended and considered, while the images them-
selves are researched and parsed through. When 
Ocampo went to Seville in 1997 and visited the Hos-
pital de Caridad, he saw the seventeenth-century 
paintings by Juan Valdes de Leal. Valdes de Leal, a 
painter of the Baroque period, had canvasses char-
acterised by high drama and a macabre iconography, 
largely of skeletons and skulls as well as including 
text, which was commonplace during that period.  

“I love the Juan Valdes de Leal paintings ... Those were 
the paintings I was trying to paint before I went to Seville. 
Now that I have seen them, I don’t want to paint like that 
anymore. It’s impossible! Seeing Semana Santa on TV is 
better than seeing it in person!”33 

The mediation that Ocampo sought, this “disap-
pointment” with the real, is symptomatic of his prac-
tice as a painter. Ocampo’s work is treacherous as to 
definitions and its purpose, its becoming. Reading 
through a slew of articles and essays, few seem to cap-
ture the enormity of Manuel Ocampo nor his defense 
of painting. Because perhaps that is the key. He is a 
painter first and everything else runs a poor second. 
Kenneth Baker writes that “Ocampo’s work reminds 
us that it is painting, not photography, that makes 
memory public.”34 Once the centrality of the medium 
is established, the images found on the canvas follow. 
The physicality of painting, as a medium, as labour 
and as a practice become two-fold. Image upon image, 

33 Kevin Power, Living on the 
Edges, in Manuel Ocampo: Bastards 
of Misrepresentation, (Casa Asia: 
Barcelona, 2005), 292. Exhibition 
catalogue. 

34 Power, Living on the Edges, 321: 
“Kenneth Baker writes in his 
text Perverse Beauty: Photography 
replaces memory, which is why 
tourists everywhere carry 
cameras, to make remembering 
unnecessary. Painting 
objectifies memory not by 
rendering it impersonal….but 
by giving it a body, an anatomy 
separated from that of the one 
who remembers. […] So the idea 
that painting may be the truest 
of historical witness – despite 
its lack of documentary texture 
– seems newly believable. Even 
if the painter cannot be trusted, 
his medium always leaves trails 
of evidence as to what he has 
done or redone.
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colour upon colour, each of his canvasses are so lay-
ered that one has to dissect each painting, treating 
every element as part of Ocampo’s growing iconog-
raphy. Paintings with the most Catholic elements, an 
unmistakeable reference to Catholic Philippines, have 
drawn the most attention. But Ocampo painted more 
than Catholicism: he offered swastikas and hooded 
figures, bodies cut up to reveal spilling organs, ex-
crement. Part of the mix, slowly emerging were his 
caricatures of paradigms in Western art: abstract art 
with a native version, Magritte shown as a rat, etc. In 
the show, Ad Reinhardt cartoons pepper one canvas, 
ridiculing critics and/ or curators of paintings. On 
this tableau of images, the figure, the body,never dis-
appears. 

While Maestro produces her malleable presences, 
Ocampo summons the image and demands from it. 
The critical positions that both occupy question gov-
ernment and civil authorities, while engaging with 
and critiquing the discourse demanded by their prac-
tices. Neither are trapped within the singular and 
simplistic thinking of resistance alone. Both artists 
have also reflected and struggled being in the site 
where the spectre resides, where conflict can bring 
about criticality. Maestro, in a correspondence with 
Grout, writes: 

“...it was my introduction to philosophy, particularly 
phenomenology that made me rethink the oppositional 
relationship that I had with the so-called ‘East’ and the 
‘West’. It was a process of decolonisation and I began 
to understand that I embodied both, and that I did not 
have to opt for something pure. With phenomenology, 
I found a way to integrate my experiences in the Philip-
pines more profoundly. Experiences that felt peripher-
al, perceived as ‘foreign’ by the dominant experience/
thinking...”.35

35 Grout, Reciprocity. Footnote 
to exhibition catalogue.
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Ocampo for his part articulates in an interview 
with Kevin Power: 

“I am quite envious of those who are tied to the culture 
of their birth and who are raised in distinctly strong cul-
tures. As a person raised in a smegmatic culture like that 
of the Philippines, I sometimes have a desire to fit into a 
more homogenous culture. But in trying to fit in, I con-
taminate it; by contaminating it, I make it mine. In some 
ways I am creating a sense of imaginary idealised culture 
based on the images one appropriates and tries to fit 
onto one’s identity. As a Filipino living in the US’ carcino-
genic culture – and as an immigrant, one’s feelings and 
identity get Gore-Bushianly discombobulated”.37 

It is at these points that they wrestle with their 
personal devils, in this case, el demonio de las compara-
ciones.

Maestro’s last exhibition in Manila, her rain, was a 
response to the killings occurring in Manila without 
due process; from her we receive the feminist laugh, 
her laughter, the halakhak: an affront. This is not the 
simple oppositionality of the male, but the act of fe-
male laughter, owned, thus female[’s laughter], creat-
ing “slaughter”. Laughter as a tool, perhaps laughter 
on the verge of convulsion, on the point of violence. 

In a similar vein, Ocampo’s images also release 
laughter. Laughter at the clever juxtapositions and 
layering of images and motifs. Ocampo’s work Torta 
Imperiales, for the Biennale, is itself a parody, a take 
on the Spanish word tortazo, torta being its shortened 
form, which connotes a slap on the cheek. Ocampo 
however adds the word Imperiales. Tortas Imperiales 38 is 
a typical sweet from Spain. The Torta Imperial then is 
the (imperial) slap by the artist to everything he has 
ever critiqued, likely to include the Biennale itself as 
well the governing arm that supports the exhibition.

The Spectre of Comparison becomes the nexus where 
these hauntings across centuries come into play on 

37 Power, Living on the Edges, 
291.

38 This refers to a confection, 
typically made of honey, 
sugar and egg-white, with 
toasted almonds or other nuts, 
shaped into a round cake. It 
is frequently consumed as a 
traditional Christmas dessert 
in Spain, as well as countries 
formerly under the Spanish 
Empire.
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the ground of Venice. In 1895, the first Biennale art 
exhibition opened in Venice; a year later in the Phil-
ippines, José Rizal was executed, and the birth of a 
nation began. José Rizal and his demonio de las com-
paraciones looking at Manila while seeing Europe; 
Benedict Anderson with his spectre, seeing Europe. 
Ocampo’s and Maestro’s practices are both invested in 
the Philippines as initial inspiration, but are hardly 
beholden to it. The loci where their local and their 
global meet are not as strictly positioned or necessar-
ily essential to their practices. As citizens of an art 
world that move across nations and spaces – as artists 
and as curators – we work across fields of the local to 
global and global to local, while we weave discourse 
around discourses. Consequently, there are several, if 
not numerous registers of experiencing the spectre, 
as it moves fluidly from the sad melancholy of Rizal 
to Anderson’s moment of understanding; Maestro’s 
re-thinking of the “East” and “West” and Ocampo’s 
contamination across cultures. While Rizal had the 
luxury, and indeed privilege, of time to ruminate on 
his experience and growing awareness of Europe – 
and slowly recognise the connections as he continu-
ally flipped back and forth between the contexts of 
home and the colonising Other – he also crystallised 
the double-consciousness of the colonial émigré of the 
nineteenth century. The twenty-first century however 
gives us another kind of privilege – but not I think 
luxury – of moving across geographies and space and 
being able to quickly flip back and forth and across, 
flitting from space to space. Each one of us determin-
ing, whether to remain a tourist or engage beyond 
mere surfaces.

To return to our perplexity at the start of this es-
say. I find this evocation of Venice as “the exhibition” 
should be contested, indeed, unless this participation 
is seen as a national desire to “officially” be part of the 
contemporary and global art discourse. Which means 
that the official routes to its existence have knowledge 
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of the responsibilities and consequences on entering 
this stage. Unless there is a particular brand of naive-
ty which can leave us unscathed and innocent. The 
artists however in this exhibition are anything but. 
The gaze of the spectre has been accorded to them, 
not only as artists knowledgeable of several worlds – 
having lived in and inhabited them – but as artists 
whose art-making produces a global, interrupted by 
discursive and complex imaginings that allow for the 
consciousness of worlds constructed across geogra-
phies, temporalities and the haunting of spectres. A 
fragmented global, one resistant to homogeneity. 

It is fitting to return to Rizal, quoting the section 
where the title and the heart of the exhibition lies and 
realise that almost everyone forgets the line following 
this paragraph, where Rizal gazes beyond the garden 
and catches sight of the sea, unlocks another meta-
phor: the vastness of the ocean seen from the Manila, 
from where we look out to the sight of the sea losing 
itself in the distance. 

“The sight of the Botanical Garden drove away these 
agreeable recollections; the demon of comparisons 
brought before his mind the Botanical Gardens of Europe, 
in countries where great labour and much money are 
needed to make a single leaf grow or one flower to open 
its calyx; he recalled those of the colonies, where they are 
well supplied and tended and all open to the public. Ibarra 
turned away his gaze toward the old Manila surrounded 
still by its walls and moats like a sickly girl wrapped in the 
garments of her grandmother’s better day. 

Then the sight of the sea losing itself in the distance!” 39

39 José Rizal, The Social 
Cancer, translation by Charles 
Derbyshire of Noli Me Tángere, 
(Manila: Philippine Education 
Co.; New York: World Book Co., 
1912), 63. In José Rizal, Noli Me 
Tángere, 1887, 43, the original 
Spanish reads: “El jardín 
botánico ahuyentó sus risueños 
recuerdos: el demonio de las 
comparaciones le puso delante 
los jardines botánicos de 
Europa, en los países donde  
se necesitan mucha voluntad  
y mucho oro para que brote una 
hoja y abra su cáliz una flor, aún 
más, hasta los de las colonias, 
ricos y bien cuidados y abiertos 
todos al público. Ibarra apartó 
la vista, miró á su derecha y 
allí vió á la antigua Manila, 
rodeada aún de sus murallas y 
fosos, como una joven anémica 
envuelta en un vestido de los 
buenos tiempos de su abuela”.
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It resonates gently at times, as fog dissipates, allowing 
a luminous glow to come through. It is around me and 
in me. My organs become alert, denser. Occasionally 
the experience is more abrupt, as though something 
has suddenly sprung up, startling me, suspending my 
breathing before changing the rhythm and amplitude 
of the inhalation and exhalation. 

The encounter with the work transforms me. This 
happens in a preverbal manner. Undoubtedly, any en-
counter is always somewhat like this. What happens 
does not only correspond to the work itself (its materi-
ality, its method of production, its location) and to its 
particular content or art references; it also connects 
to the space and the time it was experienced, to other 
things, myself and others, the past, present and all 
that is becoming. The encounter with Lani Maestro’s 
work leads me to reconsider what seemed self-evident. 
Thus, an array of questions and reflections emerges 
over time concerning modes of relating to the world 
and others, which echoes what the artist calls “ethics 
of care”. 

Ethics of Care

Maestro takes care of things. Instead of treating them 
like objects,1 she enters into a reciprocal dialogue with 
them; this dialogue extends out in a relatively large 
radius to include the surrounding space and people 
within it, whether currently present or not. The eth-
ics of care coincides with an acknowledged presence 
of beings and things. Rather than “control”, Maestro 
prefers “to see how things are together”. 2 

1 In other words, the things 
do not become objects caught 
in a process of objectivisation, 
of subject/object distanciation, 
because Maestro does not take 
the position of a detached 
subject seeking to master her 
surroundings.

2 Unless otherwise indicated, 
all quotes come from interviews 
with Lani Maestro, conducted 
by the author in November and 
December 2016.
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This attitude of “being-with” also concerns the 
touch involved in the conceptualisation and produc-
tion of the artwork. When a relationship is involved 
– a simultaneous contribution to an internal transfor-
mation – the manual work retains a sensuality stem-
ming from the living interaction with the matter and 
energies involved.3

The ethics of care involves the integration of what 
is present – everything without any hierarchy – into 
the same field. The work – two close-set, red neon 
signs forming the words No Pain Like This Body and No 
Body Like This Pain – thus echoes an opening without 
judgement. This begins with the capacity of language 
(or rather, of a specific language 4) to express, in a 
manner that is direct and indirect all at once, what 
develops within the body and mind in the intricacy 
of suffering and malaise. It has nothing to do with 
sentimentality or the belief that art can solve prob-
lems. The artist sets in motion a shift. Rather than 
positing an eventual moral judgement (good versus 
bad) or inverting values, Maestro’s works move away 
from categories and give shape (presence) to modes of 
relation. In the artist’s own words, this “relationality” 
is fundamental and “musical”. In turn, it involves and 
engages us in the encounter.

Maestro created this work for – and in a certain 
way, with – the people living in Vancouver’s Down-
town Eastside, the poorest neighbourhood in Cana-
da. “No pain like this body! These are the words that 
first came to my head when I walked down Hastings 
Street to look at your space. It has not gone away. It 
repeats itself. How can one ignore the particularity 
of that place?” 5 She did not position the words on the 
street-facing wall of Centre A (Vancouver Internation-
al Centre for Contemporary Asian Art), making them 
visible day and night [2], in order to launch a double 
assertion into the public space. The work was an open-
ing for a decompartmentalisation of the art centre 
and the street in Vancouver. “To break the wall was 

1 Previous Page: Lani Maestro, 
je suis toi., 2006, installation 
with benches constructed 
from reclaimed wood, variable 
dimensions, Eglise Saint 
Nicholas, Caen, France.  
Photo: Didier Morel,  
courtesy of the artist.

3 Regarding touch, the work of 
Gilbert Simondon sheds light on 
the importance of the internal 
resonance between the living 
subject and the material, while 
that of Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
highlights the significance of 
communication with things. 
In various registers, this aspect 
emerges in some of Maestro’s 
other work, such as Je suis toi, 
2006 [1], ces MAINS, 2013 [4 & 5], 
and even Become Sound, 1997.

4 No Pain Like This Body (Toronto: 
House of Anansi, 1972) is the 
title of a novel by Harold Sonny 
Ladoo who was born in Trinidad 
in 1945, emigrated to Toronto 
in 1968, and died in Trinidad 
in 1973.

5 Lani Maestro, cited by Makiko 
Hara, “Introduction”, her rain, 
ex. cat. (Vancouver: Centre A, 
2011:7). “The place”, which is 
inseparable from the people, 
is more important than “the 
space”, which is generally 
defined by the white cube.
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my first intention”. It made the experience of a po-
tential common ground possible, a common ground 
without hierarchy, without fences between worlds 
(those of art, poverty, prostitution, addiction).

The foremost aspect is the ground on which we all 
stand and move, whether on one leg or in a wheel-
chair. We meet on common ground (is there an en-
counter when parallel movement, avoidance or con-
frontation are in play?) and can experience otherness 
in a novel manner, that is without prior assumptions 
– or, if not completely without, at least with less preju-
dice – and with a more or less equal sense of risk and 
trepidation. 

At the Arsenale, the experience of a common ground 
is different at first. However, while the Biennale con-
text introduces, on the one hand, an insider dimen-
sion (the art milieu, an artistic and cultural context) 
and, on the other hand, an echo with the paintings 
of Manuel Ocampo and the relationship to the Phil-
ippines,6 the horizon of meaning will undoubtedly 
be just as present. Potentially an encounter can take 
place here as well, since the artist’s original intention 
remains the same, relating both to place and people. 

Pause

The ruby red radiating words are unified by their 
meaning and form. Meanwhile a cursive blue phrase 
floats in the doorway above visitors’ head while 
benches let whatever happens in each encounter, hap-
pen. During a visit, silence prevails perhaps over the 
hubbub; voices surge in and then pause, for an inter-
val, a breath. 

Words, Voices

With certain works, Maestro spatially brings forth 
words that become things (works). These assemble 

6 Curator Joselina Cruz selected 
the works of Lani Maestro and 
Manuel Ocampo presented 
at the Arsenale. One of the 
challenges of the installation 
was to evoke a space between, 
rather than a confrontation.

3 Previous page: Lani Maestro, 
No Pain Like This Body, 
2010/2017, installation with 
ruby-red neon, 140 x 61 cm. 
Photo: Hua Jin, courtesy of  
the artist.
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and emit thoughts partly related to our era, partly 
conveyed by languages other than English and part-
ly still unspoken. The thoughts belong to Maestro, to 
a few authors (in this case, two immigrant writers, 
one from Trinidad, the other from the Philippines) 
and to the people who discover and utter them. The 
material choices (neon, colour, dimensions, height, ty-
pography, medium) bring forth language as utterance 
and as a call to singular and multiple voices. If these 
choices suggest an evident quality, that quality is par-
adoxical: the words are clearly legible, yet they convey 
meaning in an ambiguous and ever-evolving manner, 
in a progression of interrelations.

Here, the separate words form two units, No Pain 
Like This Body and No Body Like This Pain. While echo-
ing each other, by the same motion they mutually call 
each other into question through the false symmetry 
of their structure 7 and the strange meaning suggest-
ed by this comparison, which creates tension between 
a state and a body. Potentially, a person reading and 
rereading these expressions will experience the ten-
sion involved in the uneasy embodiment of meaning. 
Resonating in a different way, the second neon work 
spatialises the room without being immediately vis-
ible. The artist states that “it is a question of time. It 
has to arrive as time” [3]. The phrase If you must take my 
life / spare these hands, corresponds to the last two lines 
of a poem by Jose Perez Beduya.8 Here the tension is 
created by the rhythm of the verbs (take/spare), the re-
lationship between two people (you/my), and especial-
ly the examination of a vital character. Translated into 
French, this phrase is part of a site-specific work, ces 
MAINS, installed in Saint-Martin-de-Valamas.9 Visible 
from and with the façade of the worksite (a jewellery 
factory that recently closed down), it gives voice to the 
workers and their gestures in a public space, while 
also broadening the assertion. Without being directly 
named, the idea of becoming, the human condition, 

8 “Flowers of Glass,” Throng 
(Lake Forest: Lake Forest 
College, 2012:35).

9 The work created in 2013 
includes the neon sign, a sound 
work, and an installation of 
tools and furniture retrieved 
from the factory’s site [4 & 5].

7 Sonically, “no body” also 
suggests “nobody.” 
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a certain anxiety, creativity, alienation, illness, life, 
death, torture and labour all meet in these two works.

Body & Politics

During the in situ creation process, the expression 
and these two lines came to Maestro as though on 
their own; the words followed a trajectory that deep-
ened their meaning. This meaning is both connected 
to the original context and separate from it, becom-
ing a presence that the artist approached sculptur-
ally. With these works, the language is spoken; it is 
not absent from the living subject and vice-versa. In 
other words, it is not spoken by a person outside the 
world; it inhabits someone, many people, their mem-
ories; it colours invisible and silent connections with 
others, with time, with places. All of it harks back to 
Maestro’s own history. Born in the Philippines, she 
left in 1983 to study in Canada, where her subsequent 
teaching reflected both a post-colonialist and feminist 
context. Her approach has been fed by her childhood 
years being partly spent in close contact with nature, 
its sensuality and forces, suggesting a fundamental 
connection with a preverbal world. She is also inter-
ested in the myriad qualities of language – as voiced 
expression10 – that exist at two extremes: an existen-

4 & 5 Previous and current page: 
Lani Maestro, ces MAINS, 2013, 
installation with blue neon, 
variable dimensions, Bijouterie 
Murat, Saint-Martin-de-Valamas, 
France. Photo: Phoebé Meyer, 
courtesy of the artist.

10 In her essay Sounding Silence, 
Maestro states: “I have been 
inspired by the particular 
‘soundings’ of women artists 
such as Yoko Ono and Diamanda 
Galas whose works (with voice) 
propose a dismantling of some 
kind of authoritative language. 
Their sound demands careful 
listening, blossoming feelings 
dark and savage, slimy, and 
odorous, brutally sensual and 
autonomous, often, a desirous 
liberation”. (2006, unpublished).
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tial poetic presence and an authoritative, colonising 
language that structures a particular relationship to 
the world. No Pain Like This Body is the title of a sombre 
novel by Harold Sonny Ladoo that employs an organic 
relation to language 11 to denounce the conditions of 
indentureship in the Caribbean – which potentially 
led to violence, madness, and alienation – as well as 
what this context has meant to other countries, both 
in the past and today. Maestro’s questioning stance, 
prompted by Buddhism and phenomenology,12 intro-
duces a politically embodied dimension, an essential 
and non-partisan meaning, inseparable from the liv-
ing and plural subject, from the relationship between 
the Körper (the body-object) and the Leib (the living 
body).13 Through her works, she makes us experience 
this intimate relationship. On the one hand, by the 
poetic language and the sensuality of her material 
choices which give the language “a sculptural body” 
– commenting on her use of neon, the artist observes 
that “when you turn it on, it floods onto and inhab-
its the space”. On the other hand, what circulates in 
the encounter is not a certainty, because the meaning 
happens in intervals, in the space between, outside 
language and underlying language; it continues to 
develop with us in a more or less subversive manner 
without remaining fixed. 

A Field

When there is an encounter and a co-presence, the 
spatialisation corresponds to a field. However, this 
field and the common ground are simply a potential. 
I might miss or not notice the encounter if I am dis-
tracted and not really present, or even absent from 
the world, others, or myself. The field introduces a 
new intensity that gives the words a palpable presence 
and gives me a different sense of gravity (I feel lighter, 
energised or rigid). Spatially, the field is not limited to 
the space between the work and the person discover-

11 “When I first read No Pain 
Like This Body, I was so affected 
by Ladoo’s writing because 
he was able to capture the 
catastrophic elements of nature 
and humanity in a manner that 
kept you riding the typhoon and 
simultaneously eating mud to 
keep yourself grounded”. (Lani 
Maestro)

12 “The works that I have 
produced in recent years have 
evolved from reflections on art 
as poetry, thinking and lan-
guage. Much of my own reading 
and research have been looking 
at the parallels or influences of 
Asian thought within Western 
culture. Most of these texts 
have been enlightening in my 
own understanding of Asian 
philosophy’s role in the devel-
opment of the minimalist and 
conceptualist art movements in 
North America”. (Lani Maestro, 
“Sounding Silence”).

13 Husserl introduced this 
distinction to phenomenology. 
The Leib does not know the 
division between the body and 
mind; it is not limited to the 
physical description of the body. 
Through this “body” the human 
is alive in the world.
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ing it. What happens between is open on all sides; the 
relationship is not an exclusive space between but in-
cludes all that is present, the visible (which is not the 
seen) and the invisible. Instead of being directional, 
the field spreads out, becomes an “expectant space” .14 
It has no outline, no limits. The transformation, as 
discussed earlier, reaches or involves both things and 
beings at the same time, and myself as a subject. In 
other words, the relationship with the field goes be-
yond the subject/object relationship that largely de-
fines the Western relationship to the world. Rather 
than objectifying, the co-presence gives things depth 
and an invisible aspect that is as important as the vis-
ible aspects and as a subject, I am not placed in a state 
of distanciation. For this reason, the experience of a 
common ground potentially goes hand in hand with 
the encounter with the other, an encounter that can 
be tacit and lateral; consequently, the field is populat-
ed by presences and absences. In developing the in-
stallation at Arsenale, Maestro has sought to “listen to 
the space and see/hear what it is telling me”. The con-
cern is “not to colonise the space by using it merely as 
a place to put artworks in but rather to acknowledge 
its ‘subjectivity’, its spirit in relation to how it carries 
the history of what was there before. These already 
constitute a community, invisible as it is.”

In the Act of Becoming

The work existed before I discovered it. It bridges days 
and nights to participate in moments-in-the-world 
with other presences. If, inseparable from the place 
and moment, from beings and things, it should trans-
form my bearing, my muscle tone, the relationship 
with the ground and between a here and there, my 
way of seeing myself in the world and with others, 
then its influence will surely continue to resonate 
and silently spread in my memory, including my body 
memory because it has been part of my breathing. For 

14 French philosopher Henri 
Maldiney coined the term 
“espace tensif”, indicating that 
space comes from the Latin 
spatium, which means a space 
or interval of time and is based 
on the same root as spes: hope 
or expectation. Consequently 
“space is a field of expectation 
and, as such, tensif, expectant”. 
Tensif does not indicate a tension 
between two elements or an 
attention directed at an object. 
Rather it is a global quality of 
the field, a quality that is some-
times palpable, particularly 
when there is despair or joy. 
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a field and common ground to exist, the restrained 
appearance of Maestro’s works is essential for the 
meaning to develop and be available without impos-
ing itself: “to make space for things to happen”. The 
relationality thus convenes all that exists in the en-
counter and its reverberations – a concentration of 
presences, silence and voices. 



Torta 
Imperiales: 
Manuel 
Ocampo
Author  
Demetrio Paparoni
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Manuel Ocampo places emphasis on the power of im-
ages and how images are tied to history. His paint-
ings use known images only to reverse their meaning 
and transform their oppressive appearance into lib-
eratory power. Coexisting in his work is the simple 
language of retables (altarpieces) and ex votos (votive 
paintings) [1] the manipulative language of propagan-
da manifestos, the integrative language of the history 
of art and its treatises, as well as the language of im-
ages found in educational books, encyclopedias, satir-
ical vignettes and cartoons. By appropriating images 
which have often been used by powers when speak-
ing to the masses, with the goal of taming them or 
instructing them, Ocampo also elicits concerns and 
reflections surrounding the role played by religion in 
reinforcing a cultural and political hegemony.

By drawing upon Catholic iconography and its sym-
bols, and making them recurrent elements in his nar-
ration, Ocampo underscores the cultural and political 
weight of Catholicism in countries that experienced 
Hispanic colonisation. At the same time, he introduc-
es in his work images related to U.S. colonisation and 
propaganda from the War of Philippine Independ-
ence, fought between 1899 and 1902, and places them 
alongside others which have been extrapolated from 
illustrations featuring racist content. 

When referring to the vicissitudes of the Philip-
pines, Ocampo has succeeded in describing stories of 
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submission and rebellion that, in their complexity, 
transcend the boundaries of any one country. 

In his paintings, the smears and drops of colour 
contribute to relieving the representation of elegance, 
while the colours seem to have undergone the decay 
of time, implying that these images come from afar. 
The frequent references to the Baroque – art that is 
permeated by Catholicism and bound to the culture 
of colonisation – become parody through the addition 
of grotesque figures, while the formal installation 
simulates the candor of devotional images and social 
protests. 

3 Peres Maldonado Ex-voto  
18th century, Mexico City.  
Oil on canvas, 69.2 x 97.8 cm. 
Museum purchase with funds 
provided by Wellesley College 
Friends of Art. Image courtesy 
of Davis Museum at Wellesley 
College, Wellesley, MA.
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Insofar as Ocampo’s work reveals his thoughts 
with respect to the dynamics that have brought great 
powers to forcefully subjugate and exploit the weak-
est peoples, his juxtaposition of religious, political 
and propagandistic images seek not to affirm an as-
sumption, but rather to awaken doubt. To protect the 
representation from a univocal interpretation and to 
make it evasive, these juxtapositions – which are at 
times purposefully contradictory – place emphasis on 
the transient aspect of the meaning of the images. Oc-
ampo thus underscores how images and shapes are 
used throughout time with different meanings, and 
that they assume positive or negative symbolic values 
according to the moment in history that makes them 
its own, or the different way in which they are ap-
proached. 

Allowing images of religious, sociopolitical or an-
thropological origin, such as the figure of Christ, to 
interact with those of saints, demons, monks, Klu 
Klux Klan hoods, crosses, swastikas or African statues 
does not, therefore, comply with a criterion of textual 
coherence. Insofar as these juxtapositions generate a 
narration, Ocampo’s paintings tend to free themselves 
of logical consequentiality. This does not mean that 
they are irrational, as works generated from the au-
tomatism and free associations of the Surrealists can 
be. After further close examinination of the associa-
tions that Ocampo implements in his work, it is clear 
that they always end up finding their end point in his-
tory – in its mystifications and in the contradictory 
implications of the relationship between colonisers 
and the colonised. The religious images he uses, for 
example, belong to the Hispanic culture to which col-
onised populations assimilated and from which they 
drew their own popular icons. Yet, the ultimate pur-
pose of these paintings is not historical, political or 
religious narration. Ocampo is a humanist – he plac-
es the human being at the centre of his representa-
tion. The historical, political and religious context to 
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which his images refer is, from this viewpoint, the 
arena in which the weakest fight for their survival. 
His reference to Jesus, whom he has associated before 
with anyone who has endured injustice, must also be 
interpreted in this way. In the paintings belonging to 
the series The Station of the Cross [4], from 1995, for ex-
ample, Jesus is depicted as having the tortured body 
of a chicken, a dog scratching himself, a cockroach, a 
black man and even as Satan.

The focus Ocampo places on the figure of a derid-
ed Christ coincides with his interest in what society 
disregards as scrap, placed on the lowest rung, as well 
as the outcast who, in his paintings, has assumed 
the form of fæces – the most effective symbolic rep-
resentation of scrap. 

Ocampo starts from the premise that common traits 
and dynamics can be identified throughout the histo-
ry of colonisation. Mindful of the fact that disturbing 
forms of xenophobia lurk in the world, he repeatedly 
accentuates the way in which, during the years of the 
War of Philippine Independence, falsifications and 
prejudice were fueled by the United States, causing 
great damage to the people, the remnants of which 
remain perceivable to this day. An extensive study of 
these prejudices is provided in The Forbidden Book: The 
Philippine-American War in Political Cartoons 1 a collection 
of satirical vignettes published in American newspa-
pers and magazines between 1898 and 1906, precise-
ly during the era of the Philippine-American war. 
On various occasions, Ocampo has revisited images 
from these vignettes in which Filipinos, along with 
the populations of other nations involved in the His-
pano-American dispute, are portrayed as a people of 
black savages who have been exploited by the United 
States and subjected to its basic principles of civility, 
culture and law. These illustrations and vignettes are 
testimony that Filipinos were presented to Americans 
in a manner that failed to relate to reality, but rather 
contributed to creating an image for the reader that 

1 Abe Ignacio, Enrique de la 
Cruz, Jorge Emmanuel, Helen 
Toribio, The Forbidden Book: 
The Philippine-American War in 
Political Cartoons, San Francisco: 
T’boli Publishing, 2004.

4 Manuel Ocampo
Twelfth Station, 1994 
Oil, acrylic, collage on linen 
canvas, Dimensions: 
173 x 127cm, Courtesy Galerie 
Nathalie Obadia, Paris / 
Bruxelles
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was entirely distorted and functioned as propaganda 
in support of the imperialist expansion. They were de-
scribed as primitives in tribal skirts, or as having the 
somatic traits of African Americans and, on occasion, 
were even compared to animals and depicted as mon-
keys or serpents. 

One of these illustrations, published on the cover 
of the satirical magazine Judge 2 features Uncle Sam 
with a semi-nude child of colour who is crying, clad in 
ethnic necklaces, anklets and bracelets [5]. The child, 
who appears to be African, is labeled as a Filipino. 
This, along with over two hundred vignettes and il-
lustrations taken from different American newspa-
per,3 promoted the “manifest destiny” theory, a creed 
which was used to justify the expansionist mission 
of the United States, motivated by the need to spread 

5 Cover of the satirical 
magazine Judge featuring Uncle 
Sam with a semi-nude child of 
colour who is crying, clad in 
ethnic necklaces, anklets and 
bracelets. Source: The Forbidden 
Book: The Philippine American 
War in Political Cartoons, Abe 
Ignacio, Enrique de la Cruz, Jorge 
Emmanuel, and Helen Toribio. 
Berkeley: Eastwind Books, 2010.

2 Judge, June 11, 1888. 

3 The vignettes and illustra-
tions featured in The Forbidden 
Book are from newspapers 
including the San Francisco 
Evening Post, New York, Wash-
ington Post, Boston Globe, Phil-
adelphia Inquirer, New Orleans 
Times-Democrat, Minnesota 
Journal, St. Louis Repubblica, 
Detroit News, Denver Evening 
Post and Los Angeles Times.
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liberty and democracy. This mission was based on the 
presumed superiority of American ideals. Ocampo’s 
awareness of the endurance of this prejudice has led 
him to identify with the marginalised; with the black 
man. 

In Torta Imperiales 1 and Torta Imperiales 2 (2017), two 
large six-by-four-meter oil and acrylic paintings with 
serigraph inserts, made for the 57th Venice Biennale’s 
Philippine Pavilion, Ocampo uses iconography deriv-
ing from diverse origins. In one of these paintings a 
white man can be identified wearing an all-in-one red 
bathing suit, typically worn in late nineteenth-centu-
ry and early twentieth-century upscale western sea-
side resorts. Leg-deep in river water, the man attempts 
to wash a nude child of colour with a scrubbing brush. 
The clean towel upon his shoulder suggests that he is 
taking care of the child who, instead of being grate-
ful, screams and cries. The primitive condition of the 
child is stressed by his long unkempt hair, his tribal 
ornaments and the arrow he holds in his hand. Within 
the concentric circles that form in the water around 
the man can be read the word “civilization” [6].

Ocampo took this image from a cover of Judge from 
1899. Published in New York from 1881 to 1947, Judge, 
like its competition Puck, embraced the theory of 
“manifest destiny”. Though opposed by intellectuals 
such as Mark Twain, Henry James, Ambrose Bierce, 
Edgar Lee Master and John Dewey, who were leading 
figures of the American Anti-Imperialist League, justi-
fications of colonialism were largely upheld by Amer-
ican public opinion. 

While the original illustration appearing in Judge 
features two youngsters in the background who have 
already been civilised, a Cuban and a Puerto Rican who 
are intent on sporting the stars and stripes on their 
clothing [6], in Ocampo’s version, a fragment of Goya’s 
Capricho n.40, ¿De qué mal morirà? [7] can be identi-
fied behind the man. The engraving, which depicts a 
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6 The original illustration 
appearing in Judge featuring two 
youngsters in the background 
who have already been civilised, 
a Cuban and a Puerto Rican 
who are intent on sporting 
the stars and stripes on their 
clothing. Source: The Forbidden 
Book: The Philippine American 
War in Political Cartoons, Abe 
Ignacio, Enrique de la Cruz, Jorge 
Emmanuel, and Helen Toribio. 
Berkeley: Eastwind Books, 2010.

7 Francisco Goya, Plate 40 from 
Los Caprichos: Of what ill will he 
die? (De que mal morira?), 1799, 
etching and aquatint, plate: 21.3 
x 14.8cm, sheet: 29.5 x 20.8cm. 
Gift of M. Knoedler & Co., 1918. 
metmuseum.org/art/collection/
search/378024
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donkey dressed as a doctor as he checks the pulse of a 
sick man on his deathbed, is in tune with the image 
of the man who prepares to scrub the Filipino child, 
whose name appears on his bathing suit. He is Wil-
liam McKinley, twenty-fifth President of the United 
States, elected in 1897, best known for his extensive 
involvement in the Spanish-American War, which 
permitted the United States to suppress the revolt of 
the Cuban independents, forcing Spain to allow Cuba 
(where the United States had strong interests in the 
sugar plantations) to become a sort of American pro-
tectorate. McKinley also attained the cession of the 
former colonies of Puerto Rico and the island of Guam 
from Spain. In addition, he gained Spanish acceptance 
of the American occupation of Manila. After analys-
ing the players of these micro-narratives, we must 
wonder if the remedies offered both by the President 
of the United States and the donkey were not worse 
than the malady itself. 

In the paintings of Torta Imperiales, Ocampo inter-
mingles images from diverse origins, as is always the 
case in his work. One of these is the stereotyped image 
of a fat man of colour with a bowler hat and a cigar 
in his mouth, drawn in the 1930s by Tex Avery for the 
Warner Bros television show, Looney Tunes. The protag-
onists in various episodes of the series are people of 
colour who represent the worst of African-American 
stereotypes. Portraying them as stupid, primitive and 
ignorant individuals who make grammatical errors, 
these short films, watched by millions of children, 
ultimately validated the preconceived notions sur-
rounding African-Americans and their ghettoisation. 
Due to the racist tone of certain Looney Tunes and Mer-
rie Melodies cartoons, in 1968 several episodes were no 
longer shown on television and in cinemas. 

Keeping in mind that during the years of the Second 
World War both Walt Disney and Warner Bros pro-
duced anti-Nazi propagandistic cartoons, by request 
of the American government, the influence that these 
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8 Previous page: Manuel 
Ocampo working on Torta 
Imperiales, 2017, oil and acrylic 
canvas, two 600 x 400 cm 
paintings, four panels each. 
Courtesy of Nosbaum Reding 
Art Contemporain, Luxembourg; 
Galerie Nathalie Obadia, Paris; 
Galerie Baerbel Graesslin, 
Frankfurt; Tyler Rollins Fine Art, 
NY; and The Drawing Room, 
Manila. 
 

4 Conversation with the artist, 
January 19, 2017.

films had on forming the mentality of the children 
and adolescents of the time is undeniable.

Another recurring image in Ocampo’s work, and 
one that can be found in Torta Imperiales, is that of a 
female skeleton with a tall and wide hairdo who is in 
the process of poking an overweight young boy of col-
our through his shoulder with an oversized syringe. 
This image, which appeared in his paintings for the 
first time around the mid-1990s, is from an illustra-
tion published in a high school book purchased by the 
artist from a used bookstore in Los Angeles. “The orig-
inal print”, Ocampo himself recalls, “is an English 
caricature from the eighteenth century. It depicts a 
British coloniser drinking from a cup in the shape of a 
globe with the map of his colonies drawn on it. A skel-
eton lurks behind him”.4 Ocampo has transformed 
the coloniser into a black obese young man and draw-
ing inspiration from Francis Picabia’s painting La Rev-
olución Española (1937), he depicts the skeleton with 
dark hair. In Picabia’s work an elegant female figure 
in traditional Spanish clothing is accompanied by two 
skeletons, one wearing a torero hat, the other with a 
peineta, a typical ornamental comb, in her hair. 

Once more, Ocampo leaves the image open to differ-
ent, even contrasting, interpretations. On a symbolic 
level, the skeleton indicates death, yet it also calls to 
mind the fate of Imperial Spain, as in Picabia’s paint-
ing. By illustrating the skeleton grasping a syringe, 
Ocampo is also able to relate the scene to the present 
day. Moreover, the Dance of Death motif, used from 
the late Middle Ages on, in which every human being 
is accompanied by a skeleton, alluding to his or her 
inescapable destiny, reverberates within the painting. 

Another key figure in Ocampo’s works is that of the 
devil, which he began depicting in 1988 and is pres-
ent in his paintings even when an explicit appearance 
is not made. For Ocampo, identifying oneself with 
the devil – that is, with what the dominant culture 
considers impure – is synonymous with wearing the 



63

The Spectre of Comparison

9 Francisco Goya, Plate 43 from 
Los Caprichos: The sleep of reason 
produces monsters (El sueño de la 
razon produce monstruos), 1799, 
etching, aquatint, drypoint, and 
burin, plate: 21.2 x 15.1 cm, sheet: 
29.5 x 21 cm. Gift of M. Knoedler 
& Co., 1918. metmuseum.org/art/
collection/search/338473

10 A panel from Torta Imperiales 
by Manuel Ocampo, 2017, oil and 
acrylic canvas, two 600 x 400cm 
paintings, four panels each. 
Courtesy of Nosbaum Reding 
Art Contemporain, Luxembourg; 
Galerie Nathalie Obadia, Paris; 
Galerie Baerbel Graesslin, 
Frankfurt; Tyler Rollins Fine Art, 
NY; and The Drawing Room, 
Manila.
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clothes of a man of colour taken hostage by white so-
ciety, thereby attributing to him negative qualities. 
His is not a provocateur or a corrupt devil, who in 
the Judeo-Christian tradition seeks to lead humani-
ty astray with fraud and lies, but rather one who has 
been deceived and is powerless in the face of forces 
that, in the name of good, have colonised lands, im-
posed slavery, carried out genocide, burned heretics 
at the stake and imposed abjuration on those who re-
fused to give up their culture. Consequently, in his 
narrative, alongside the figure of the devil, the cross of 
the Christian colonisers, the Nazi swastika, the habit 
of the missionary monks and the ritual gowns of the 
Ku Klux Klan all become the instruments of the Pas-
sion of the oppressed. In Torta Imperiales the presence 
of the devil permeates the entire representation and 
does not fail to make itself recognised. In one insert 
of the painting, the devil’s presence is materialised by 
a knife being clutched by a hand, like a nightmare 
tormenting a man asleep in his bed. Here, Ocampo 
turns the devil into a ghost of the devil. Inspired by 
Mexican ex votos, the insert is accompanied by an ex-
cerpt of the Stabat Mater, a Catholic prayer recited in 
Latin and centred on the suffering of the mother of 
Jesus during his crucifixion and throughout the days 
of the Passion. 

In an attempt to emphasise the irrationality of the-
ories in support of imperialist politics, Torta Imperiales 
revisits the subject of El sueño de la razón produce mon-
struos (1797–1799) [9], Goya’s print from his Caprichos, a 
collection of etchings denouncing the damage caused 
by superstition and ignorance. Ocampo transforms 
the bats that disturb the man’s slumber in Goya’s il-
lustration [10] into threatening black demons. A hare 
observes the scene without fear: he cannot see the 
black winged demons as they are in the man’s head. 
Playing with disarming juxtapositions, as always, Oc-
ampo makes his representation ambiguous, leaving 
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to the imagination the possibility of interpreting the 
narrative offered by the painting.

While Ocampo never explicitly reveals the icono-
graphic sources he draws upon, more often than not, 
they are clear to see. He considers each interpreta-
tion of his work to be pertinent. Like Goya, Ocampo 
crowds his work, he opens it to all interpretations and 
underscores the damage brought about by supersti-
tion and ignorance. It is no accident that among his 
numerous inspirations are the etchings from the Com-
pendium Maleficarum, the seventeenth-century treaty 
on demonology by Francesco Maria Guazzo featuring 
witchcraft operations, descriptions of pacts with the 
devil and the evil powers of witches, which he trans-
forms into parody. The goal is to achieve a work of art 
characterised by popular allegory. 

To interconnect the many subjects that overpopu-
late his unconscious in Torta Imperiales, Ocampo places 
a fence in the background, which he creates by the 
rhythmic repetition of the image of a Zulu. The geom-
etry of the image, a sort of serigraphed grid, recalls 
the patterns found on colonial-era wallpaper. Even 
the title of the work refers to colonialism: torta imperi-
ales is the name of a typical Spanish nougat. In Span-
ish, the term torta can still be used to mean “slap”, 
thus alluding to imperial violence – a violence offered 
under the guise of a gift.



66

Rizal Reading 
Pigafetta
Author  
Resil Mojares



67

The Spectre of Comparison

* Rizal to Blumentritt Leipzig, 
22 August 1886. See Classical 
Readings from German Literature 
(Tuebingen: Horst Erdmann 
Verlag, 1969), 37–38. 

Perhaps you remember Lessing’s fable  
about the boy and the serpent.  
Each one writes his history  
according to his convenience.” *

More than three centuries after the Italian Antonio 
Pigafetta wrote his narrative of the European discov-
ery of the Philippines, a young Filipino named José 
Rizal read what he had to say in the original Italian.

Rizal was on his second sojourn in Europe after a 
short visit to the home country, a visit troubled by 
the controversy surrounding the appearance of his 
incendiary novel Noli Me Tángere (1887). Having arrived 
at Liverpool on 24 May 1888, he proceeded to London 
and, in the next nine months, worked at the British 
Museum, poring over books and manuscripts in its 
great circular Reading Room. He sought out the help 
of Orientalists like Henry Yule, the former British 
military officer who was president of Hakluyt Socie-
ty, and Reinhold Rost, librarian of the India Office in 
London. Empty Sunday afternoons Rizal spent at the 
house of Dr. Rost in Primrose Hill, browsing in Rost’s 
library or chatting at tea with the amiable and ageing 
Orientalist. 

It was at the British Museum that Rizal discovered 
Pigafetta. Writing to Marcelo del Pilar on 4 February 
1889, he enthused: “I have here Italian manuscripts 
that deal with the first coming of the Spaniards in 

“
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the Philippines. They are written by a companion of 
Magellan”.1 Earlier, Rizal had reported to Ferdinand 
Blumentritt that he had read and copied the Pigafet-
ta “manuscript”.2 That Rizal read what was the Am-
brosian Codex published in Milan by Carlo Amoret-
ti in 1800 was remarkable. A Spanish translation of 
the Amoretti, based on the 1801 French edition of the 
text, appeared only in 1890.3

Pigafetta’s account impressed Rizal. Lamenting 
that he did not have the time to translate the text “on 
account of my numerous chores”. he urged del Pilar 
to get one of the Filipinos in Madrid to study Italian 
(which he said, with his customary zest for languages, 
can be learned in one month) and translate the discov-
ery account to Tagalog or Spanish “so that it may be 
known how we were in 1520”.4 

Rizal reading Pigafetta in Europe’s premier repos-
itory of knowledge in the fogbound heart of empire 
is a striking image of a key moment in postcolonial 
history: the colonised tracks down his lost past in the 
archives of the colonising West. It is a moment rife 
with risks, mystifications, and opportunities. How 
Rizal (or, for that matter, Filipino intellectuals like Pe-
dro Paterno, T. H. Pardo de Tavera, and Isabelo de los 
Reyes) read Western sources, with what motives or to 
what effect, is an interesting problem in understand-
ing the genesis of nationalist historiography as well 
as the power and limits of that hegemonic discursive 
formation Edward Said calls “Orientalism”.5 

§

The Pigafetta narrative, the first substantial Europe-
an report on the Philippines, was just one of many 
Western sources Rizal read. In his first European so-
journ (1882–1887), Rizal was already driven by a large 
appetite for learning. Even as he grappled with his 
medical studies and the writing of Noli Me Tángere, he 
was stirred by the need to devour all that Europe’s 

5 Edward W. Said, Orientalism: 
Western Conceptions of the Orient 
(London: Penguin Books, 1995; 
first published in 1978).

1 Rizal’s Correspondence with 
Fellow Reformists (Manila: 
National Heroes Commission, 
1963), 275.

2 The Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence (Manila: José 
Rizal National Centennial 
Commission, 1961),  
II: 1, 201–2, 203.

3 Antonio Pigafetta, The First 
Voyage around the World: An 
Account of Magellan’s Expedition, 
trans. T. J. Cachey, Jr. (New York: 
Marsilio, 1995). The first Spanish 
translation of the Amoretti 
appeared in Jose Toribio Medina, 
ed., Colección de documentos 
ineditos para la historia de Chile, 
desde el viaje de Magallanes hasta 
la batalla de Maipo, 1518–1818 
(Santiago de Chile, 1890), 2: 
417–524.

4 Rizal’s Correspondence with 
Fellow Reformists, 275. 80
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storehouse of learning had to offer. Reading his travel 
letters – breathless catalogues of things seen in Paris, 
Berlin, Heidelberg, Vienna – one is struck by the avid-
ity with which he tried to consume what Europe had 
accumulated of her past and the world. He studied 
languages with the same hunger (French, German, 
English, Italian, Dutch – twenty-two languages in all, 
it is said), convinced that studying a language “will 
open to you the treasures of a country; that is, the 
knowledge, the learning, treasured in the language”.6 

It was not an aimless hunger. For Rizal, knowledge 
was, above all, knowledge at his country’s service. On 
his second year in Europe, he was already toying with 
the idea of a collection of essays on the Philippines 
to which members of the Circulo Hispano-Filipino in 
Spain would contribute. The book did not materialise, 
and Rizal himself was on the move, leaving Madrid for 
Paris in 1885 to continue his medical studies and work 
on the Noli (half of which he had written in Madrid, a 
fourth in Paris, and the remainder in Germany). 

Germany – “the great laboratory of Oriental stud-
ies,” a country Rizal would call “my scientific mother 
country” – gave him a great deal of stimulation.7 He 
was mostly contemptuous of Spanish scholarship and 
had problems accessing Spanish archives. Travelling 
through Heidelberg, Leipzig, and Berlin, he collect-
ed books, visited museums and libraries, and corre-
sponded with European scholars who had done work 
on Asia. Important stimulation came from Ferdinand 
Blumentritt, an Austrian schoolmaster who was 
Rizal’s senior by eight years and with whom he was to 
maintain a deep friendship until his death.8 Hearing 
of Blumentritt’s interest in the Philippines (the Aus-
trian started publishing on Philippine ethnological 
topics in 1879), Rizal wrote to him from Heidelberg in 
1886, and subsequently visited the Blumentritt family 
in Leitmeritz (Bohemia, then a state of Austria-Hun-
gary). 

6 Rizal, London, to M. H. del 
Pilar, January 1889 (in Rizal’s 
Correspondence with Fellow 
Reformists, 252).

7 Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II: 1, 76; 
Raymond Schwab, The Oriental 
Renaissance: Europe’s Rediscovery 
of India and the East, 1680–1880, 
trans. G. Patterson-Black and V. 
Reinking (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1984), 46. 

8 On Blumentritt,  
see Harry Sichrovsky, Ferdinand 
Blumentritt: An Austrian Life for 
the Philippines (Manila: National 
Historical Institute, 1987; 
German edition published  
in 1983).
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With Blumentritt’s help, Rizal entered the world of 
European Orientalist scholarship.9 In 1886 and 1887, 
he came to know Hendrik Kern, a professor of Sanskrit 
at the University of Leiden; A. B. Meyer, director of the 
Ethnographic Museum in Dresden; Wilhelm Joest, a 
University of Berlin professor who had published on 
the Philippines; and Fedor Jagor, a naturalist who had 
travelled to Southeast Asia (including the Philippines) 
for the ethnological collections of the Berlin Museum. 
Jagor invited him to the meetings of the Geographical 
Society in Berlin and introduced him to other schol-
ars, notably Rudolf Virchow, president of the Berlin 
Society for Anthropology, Ethnology, and Prehistory 
(Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie 
und Urgeschichte). An eminent pathologist and mem-
ber of the Reichstag (1880–1893), Virchow was an in-
tellectual giant in his time. His work with Adolf Bas-
tian in ethnology and the building of Berlin’s Royal 
Ethnological Museum and Anthropological Society in 
the 1880s “founded” German anthropology. Through 
Virchow, Rizal became a member of the Anthropo-
logical Society, attended lectures on topics like Mecca 
and ancient Japanese tombs, and in April 1887 read a 
paper in German before the society on the art of Taga-
log versification. 

Stimulated by these experiences, Rizal was brim-
ming with ideas and plans. He looked into pedagog-
ical methods in the schools of Saxony. He spoke of 
devoting himself, on his return to the Philippines, to 
translating European classics into Tagalog. He found 
time to translate Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell and the tales of 
Hans Christian Andersen. Such was the excitement of 
learning that he dreamed of devoting his life entire-
ly to its propagation. He wrote to Blumentritt on 13 
April 1887: “If I could only be a professor in my coun-
try, I would stimulate these Philippine studies which 
are like the nosce te ipsum [know thyself] that gives the 
true concept of one’s self and drives nations to do great 
things”.10 Again on 31 March 1890, he told Blumentritt 

10 Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II:1, 71–72.

11 Ibid., II:2, 344. See Rizal’s 
prospectus for a “modern 
college” in Miscellaneous Writings 
of Dr. José Rizal (Manila: National 
Heroes Commission, 1964), 
141–44.

9 On the German cultural 
scene at the time of Rizal’s 
visit, see Woodruff D. Smith, 
“Anthropology and German 
Colonialism”, Germans in the 
Tropics: Essays in German Colonial 
History, ed. A. J. Knoll and L. H. 
Gann (New York: Greenwood 
Press, 1987), 39–57; idem., Politics 
and the Sciences of Culture in 
Germany, 1840– 1920 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991).
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that he dreamed of a life devoted to scholarship upon 
his return home: “I shall order a little house built on a 
hill. Then I shall devote myself to the sciences, I shall 
read and write history, I shall establish a school and if 
you can stand the climate, then you will be its direc-
tor. I am sure that all the young men, the cream of the 
youth of the country, will come to us”.11 

It is clear however what Rizal’s ambition was at this 
time. He was interested in the study of the Filipino 
past, a task that he and his colleagues in the Prop-
aganda Movement considered essential in the crea-
tion of a Filipino national identity. He was impatient 
with the shallow and histrionic polemical exchanges 
Filipinos in Spain found themselves engaged in with 
the Quiaoquiaps (pseudo-intellectuals and journalists 
who dabbled in scurrilous attacks against Filipinos 
and things Philippine).12 He was convinced of the need 
to ground the assertion of Filipino nationality in the 
diligent application of science and reason. 

It was at the British Museum, on his second Euro-
pean sojourn, that his research was most productive. 
He immersed himself in sources relating to the Phil-
ippines – the Spanish missionary reports of Gaspar 
de San Agustin, Pedro Chirino, Francisco Colin, and 
Diego Aduarte, and such historical and travel books as 
those of Jagor, Bartolome de Argensola, Alfred Marche, 
and Giovanni Careri. He ranged widely, looking into 
accounts of the voyages of Francis Drake, Thomas Cav-
endish and Jules Dumont d’Urville; the writings on 
Malayo-Polynesian culture of Wilhelm von Humboldt, 
Wilhelm Joest, William Marsden, and Alfred Russel 
Wallace; and non-European texts like Chao-Ju-Kua’s 
Chu Fan Chih (1225) and Ibn Battuta’s 1355 Arabic ac-
count of his travels in the Orient.13 No Filipino of his 
time (or long after) pursued learning with as much 
passion. 

From London, Rizal wrote to Blumentritt on 12 Oc-
tober 1888: “I read assiduously all the old sources of 
the history of the Philippines. I do not think of leav-

12 Quiaoquiapismo, a label 
Filipino propagandists used for 
the vulgar Orientalism of the 
Spanish press, comes from the 
pseudonym of the Spaniard 
Pablo Feced (Quiaoquiap), 
author of Filipinas: esbozos y 
pinceladas (Manila: Estab. Tipog. 
de Ramirez y Compania, 1888), 
a collection of satirical articles 
and diatribes against Filipinos. 

13 There is the indication, 
illustrating Rizal’s seriousness 
as a researcher, that he 
consulted three versions of 
the Ibn Battuta account: the 
first translation from Arabic 
to English by Samuel Lee in 
1829, the 1853–1858 French 
translation by C. Defremery 
and B. R. Sanguinetti, and the 
annotated edition of Henry 
Yule in 1866. See H. A. R. Gibb, 
ed., The Travels of Ibn Battuta, 
A.D. 1325– 1354, translated with 
revisions and notes from the Arabic 
text edited by C. Defremery and B. 
R. Sanguinetti (London: Hakluyt 
Society, 1958); Henry Yule, 
Cathay and the Way Thither; Being 
a Collection of Medieval Notices of 
China (London: Hakluyt Society, 
1866; 4 vols.)

Rizal accessed Chu-Fan-Chih 
– which contains the first 
positive description of the 
Philippines in Chinese records 
– from a translation by German 
Sinologist Friedrich Hirth 
(part of which was published 
in Spanish in La Solidaridad 
on 15 September 1894). See 
Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, 
II: 1, 220; “Filipinas en el 
siglo XIV segun un geografo 
Chino” (15 September 1894), La 
Solidaridad, trans. L. Mañeru 
(Metro Manila: Fundacion 
Santiago, 1996), VI: 408–13.
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ing London until I shall have read all the books and 
manuscripts which bear on the Philippines”.14 Aware 
that he needed to explore a much broader field, he 
also told Blumentritt that he was devoting himself to 
“the study of everything related to the Far East”.15 

Knowing he did not have the time to do a full-length 
history of the Philippines, Rizal decided to annotate 
what he found, in a sparse field, the best general his-
tory of the country, Sucesos de las Islas Filipinas (1609), 
by Antonio de Morga, a Spanish lawyer who served as 
lieutenant governor in the Philippines in 1595–1603. 
The book appealed to Rizal since it was not only “the 
first history of the Spanish Philippines to be written 
by a layman, as opposed to the religious chroniclers”; 
its author, Rizal writes, “witnessed the last moments 
of the ancient Filipino civilisation and played a part in 
the coming of the new era”.16 While Morga framed his 
account in the context of Spain’s mission civilisatrice, 
Rizal saw the Spaniard’s work as a convenient peg for 
tracing a counter-narrative of the Filipino past. 

Rizal worked under pressure and at great speed. 
In September 1888 he finished hand copying Morga’s 
book and in October was working “day and night” on 
the annotations. He finished the work in Paris and in 
November 1889 the manuscript was in the press. In 
his introduction to the book, Rizal, speaking from Eu-
rope, addressed his fellow Filipinos: 

“Born and brought up, as almost all of you, in the igno-
rance of our Yesterday, without voice or authority to 
speak of what we neither saw nor studied, I considered it 
necessary to invoke the testimony of an illustrious Span-
iard who directed the destinies of the Filipinos in the be-
ginnings of the new era and witnessed the last moments 
of our ancient nationality...”

If the book succeeds to awaken your consciousness of 
our past, already effaced from your memory, and to recti-
fy what has been falsified and slandered, then I have not 

16 J. S. Cummins, “Editor’s 
Introduction”, Sucesos de las Islas 
Filipinas, by Antonio de Morga 
(Cambridge: Hakluyt Society, 
1971; first published in 1609), 1.

14 Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II:1, 203.

15 Ibid., II:1, 349.
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worked in vain, and with this as a basis, however small it 
may be, we shall be able to study the future.”17 

The book had mixed reviews and its circulation 
in the Philippines was proscribed. Blumentritt, who 
wrote the book’s preface, praised the work fulsomely 
for giving the viewpoint of colonialism’s victims but 
said that Rizal “proves too much”, gently chiding him 
for a presentist and anti-Catholic bias. Even some of 
Rizal’s Filipino colleagues had reservations. Isabelo de 
los Reyes remarked that Rizal overstates the ancient 
Filipino’s level of civilisation and Juan Luna suggest-
ed that Rizal may have exaggerated due to “excessive 
patriotism”.18 

Leon Ma. Guerrero, a modern historian, bluntly 
remarks that the Morga was “a waste of time”.it was 
“too scholarly for partisans, too partisan for schol-
ars”.19 Rizal, Guerrero says, “only wrote on the mar-
gins of the memoirs of a Spanish eyewitness”.20 In-
deed, Rizal’s Morga is marginalia. The principal text 
circumscribed the range of the annotator: a book of 
“civic description”. Sucesos chronicles the succession of 
Spanish colonial administrations and only in the last 
chapter takes up the customs and culture of the Filipi-
nos. Rizal’s annotations are often thin and desultory, 
laced with what would seem today gratuitous, editori-
alizing jibes at despotic friars and ineffectual colonial 
officials. Guerrero’s dismissive remark, however, ig-
nores the fact that the work of annotation in the nine-
teenth century was a serious, respectable project of 
scholarship.21 More important, he misses the subver-
sive significance of Rizal’s act, the radical audacity of a 
“native” annotating an “official” European account of 
his country’s history. Speaking from the “margins” (or 
more precisely, since Rizal footnoted, from “below”), 
the native interlocutor corrects errors, exposes eth-
nocentric bias and “pious lies”, cites inconsistencies, 
adds clarifications and elaborations, draws critical 

21 For the long and 
distinguished history of the 
humble footnote (and the 
related apparatus of glossaries, 
endnotes, bibliographies, and 
variorum editions), see Anthony 
Grafton, The Footnote: A Curious 
History (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1997).

17 Antonio de Morga, Historical 
Events of the Philippine Islands, 
annotated by José Rizal (Manila: 
José Rizal National Centennial 
Commission, 1962; first 
published in Paris in 1890), vii. 
For a facsimile of the original 
Paris edition, see Antonio 
de Morga, Sucesos de las Islas 
Filipinas... nuevamente sacada 
a luz y anotada por José Rizal 
(Manila: Comisión Nacional del 
Centenario de José Rizal, 1961).

18 Isabelo de los Reyes, 
Historia de Ilocos (Manila: “La 
Opinion,” 1890), I: 104, n. 1; 
Rizal’s Correspondence with Fellow 
Reformists, 503. For Rizal’s 
touchy response, “A Reply to 
Mr. Isabelo de los Reyes” (La 
Solidaridad, 31 October 1890), see 
José Rizal, Political and Historical 
Writings (Manila: National 
Heroes Commission, 1964), 
268–73.

19 Leon Ma. Guerrero, The First 
Filipino: A Biography of José Rizal 
(Manila: National Historical 
Commission, 1974), 210.

20 20. Ibid., 219.
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connections between past and present, invokes more 
authoritative references, and, not the least, demon-
strates his superior erudition. Annotating the official 
text, the annotator disrupts, breaks down its seeming 
wholeness and demystifies its authority by exposing it 
as a historically contingent product. 

Moreover, the Morga project is not a freestanding 
performance but an act in a series of acts. Rizal had 
said that while the Noli presents the spectacle of the 
present, his essay into Morga traces the roots of this 
sorry drama in the past. It stands connected to his nov-
els and the political and historical articles he wrote at 
this time, such as his piece on the Spanish academic 
Vicente Banterer’s Teatro tagalo (1889) and, more im-
portant, Filipinas dentro de cien años (1889–1890) and So-
bre la indolencia de los filipinos (1890), which develop ide-
as sketched in the Morga annotations.22 Finally, Rizal 
saw his Morga as an instance in what he believed was 
a collective undertaking that involved not only him-
self but other scholars and partisans for the Filipino 
cause. Even as he was hard at work on Sucesos, Rizal 
conceived, early in 1889, the bold idea of promoting 
scholarship on the Philippines by forming an Associ-
ation Internationale des Philippinestes which would 
gather scholars interested in the Philippines. He pro-
posed a multiracial roster of officers: Ferdinand Blu-
mentritt as president; Frenchman Edmund Plauchut, 
vice president; Anglo-German Reinhold Rost, coun-
sellor; Filipino-Spanish Antonio Regidor, counsellor; 
and Rizal himself (Malayo-Tagalo, he proudly writes) 
as secretary. The plan was to get noted scientists from 
major European countries for the association’s junta 
directiva and hold the association’s first “international 
congress” in Paris to coincide with the International 
Exposition to be held in that city in August 1889. 

Rizal drafted the purpose of the association: “to 
study the Philippines from the historic and scientific 
point of view” and advance this aim through confer-
ences, competitions and the establishment of a Phil-

22 Vicente Barrantes, “Teatro 
Tagalo” (La Solidaridad, 15 and 
30 June 1889), “The Philippines a 
Century Hence” (La Solidaridad, 
30 September, 31 October and 
15 December 1889; 1 February 
1890), and “The Indolence of 
the Filipinos” (La Solidaridad, 15 
and 31 July, 15 and 31 August, 1 
September 1890), in Political and 
Historical Writings, 94–108, 130–
63, and 227–65, respectively.
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ippine library and museum. For the Paris congress, 
he drew up a programme that encompassed a wide 
range of historical and ethnological topics. The core 
was history, with Rizal dividing Philippine history 
into three broad periods: the time before the arrival 
of the Spaniards in 1521; the period from 1521 to “the 
loss of Philippine autonomy and her incorporation in 
the Spanish nation” in 1808; and the period from 1808 
to the Cavite Mutiny in 1872.23 

Though Rizal received warm endorsements from 
Blumentritt, Rost, Yule, and others, various exigencies 
prevented him from pushing through with his plans. 
It would have been historic had Rizal pulled it off. 
A “native” organises an international academic con-
ference on his country in a world exposition where 
French-colonised Asians and Africans were exhibited 
as exotics in simulated ethnological villages for the 
thirty million visitors who came. It is a decentering 
coda lost to today’s students of what has been called 
the imperial “exhibitionary complex” who have large-
ly ignored the fact that those who were “exhibited” 
were also present as spectators.24 

§

In building a nationalist counter-narrative, Rizal and 
his contemporaries could not summon a body of in-
digenous writings or archaeological remains to shed 
light on the preconquest period. In South East Asia 
itself, the earliest extant written text in the Malay lan-
guage, Sejarah Melayu – of which Rizal was aware – was 
produced only around 1500–1559.25 In the absence of 
written records, Filipino nationalists turned to Euro-
pean sources. 

Rizal’s decision to annotate Morga was not merely 
dictated by expedience but the discursive formation 
in which the nationalists operated. They had to speak 
to, through and against the European texts that had – 
by how they represented the past, present and future 

23 Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II: 1, 229–32.

24 The exhibition of “colonial 
villages” in world fairs in the 
United States was inspired by 
the Paris Exposition of 1889 (see 
Robert W. Rydell, All the World’s a 
Fair: Visions of Empire at American 
International Expositions, 1876–
1916 [Chicago: University Press, 
1984], 55–56, 62; Tony Bennett, 
“The Exhibitionary Complex”, 
Culture/Power/History: A Reader 
in Contemporary Social Theory, 
ed. N. Dirks, et al. [Princeton: 
University Press, 1994], 123–54). 
 
25 Donald F. Lach, Southeast 
Asia in the Eyes of Europe: The 
Sixteenth Century (Chicago: 
University Press, 1965), 505 
(offprint from the author’s Asia 
in the Making of Europe [1965]). 
Rizal refers to Sejarah Melayu in 
his undated “The People of the 
Indian Archipelago”, Political and 
Historical Writings, 367, 371.
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of the country – “produced” a Philippines that the Fili-
pino nationalists now desired to fashion as their own. 
They literally wrote “on the margins”. Annotation, 
commentary, tract, and the periodical essay were the 
favoured forms in which the beginnings of a nation-
alist history were asserted. It is fitting that if the quin-
tessential European Orientalist forms (as Said notes) 
were the imperial encyclopedia, “universal history”., 
and grand tableaux, the counter-forms are mobile, 
quick, tactical and combative.26 

It is in the fugitive and contestatory mode of the 
forms he chooses that Rizal sketches the themes of 
“long history”, “high culture”, “vanished nationality”, 
and “loss and redemption” in sketching the Filipino 
past and interrogating colonial constructions of the 
natives and their culture. In these themes, and the 
temporal framework for a Philippine history he pre-
pared for the aborted Paris congress, he traces the 
shadow of that “national narrative” he was not pre-
pared to write – and, more important, could not be 
written since its subject, place, voice, the nation, did 
not as yet exist. It would seem that, at this time, only 
in the imaginary of fiction rather than the science of 
history did Rizal feel the nation narratable. 

In his annotated Morga and La Solidaridad articles, 
Rizal mined Pigafetta and European sources for proof 
of “long history”. Carving out for Filipinos space auton-
omous and apart from Spanish colonialism, he argued 
that the Spaniards did not “discover” the Philippines. 
The existence of the archipelago, he says, had already 
been reported in Europe as early as the first century 
B.C. by Iambulus (Iamboule), a Greek who reached the 
Malay region and wrote an account of his voyage. Ibn 
Battuta’s Tawalisi and Chao-Ju-kua’s Mayi, Rizal says, 
refer to the Philippines. Ptolemy’s Geographia indicates 
islands that point not only to places like Celebes, Java, 
and Borneo, but Mindanao, Leyte, and Cebu. Locations 
in the sixteenth-century Mercator world maps or 
vague references in the writings of Marco Polo, Odoric 

26 For Said’s reference to  
the encyclopedia and tableaux,  
see Orientalism, 126–29, 284.
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of Pordenone and Ludovico di Varthema were invoked 
or imagined by Rizal and the nationalists as referenc-
es to the Philippines. The Filipino propagandists were 
on thin ground since sources were sparse and spec-
ulative. While major islands and entrepôts (like Java 
and Sumatra) appear in the European record before 
the fifteenth century, there is no clear reference in 
this record to the Philippines prior to the Magellan 
expedition. While the Portuguese, and possibly other 
voyagers from Europe and the Middle East, had visited 
the Philippines before Magellan’s coming, the first Eu-
ropean reference to the archipelago appears only in 
the Portuguese Tome Pires’s Suma Oriental (1513–1515). 
While the stylised coordinates of Ptolemy’s Geographia 
– the first general description of Southeast Asia before 
the fifteenth century – mark out what we now know 
as the coast of peninsular Southeast Asia, many of its 
place names are unidentifiable. Hence, claims were 
made on the basis of dubious sources (such as the ap-
parently apocryphal Iambulus) or the wishful reading 
of strange place names in medieval geographies. 

This “long history,” Rizal and the nationalists add, 
is revealed in the people’s mythology and genealo-
gies that, unfortunately, the Spanish missionaries ex-
tirpated and destroyed. While the argument of lost 
archives is not quite convincing – and the straining 
to see the islands in “the eyes of Europe” seems des-
perate – what is important is the strategic move not 
so much to find origins as create autonomous time 
and space outside the frame of colonial rule. Magel-
lan did not discover the Philippines. History does not 
begin with colonialism. The move to fix the limits of 
coloniality is suggested in Rizal’s attempt at historical 
periodisation for the 1889 Paris congress in which he 
chooses the year 1808 to mark “the loss of Philippine 
autonomy and her incorporation in the Spanish na-
tion”, referring to the first time the Philippines was 
granted representation in the Spanish Cortes (1810–
1813) against the background of the French invasion 
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of Spain and the collapse of the monarchy. Rizal’s cu-
rious choice of this historical timeline – highlighting 
what was a brief and largely symbolic concession to 
the colony (making her a constitutional part of met-
ropolitan Spain to rally support against France) – ex-
presses the time’s Filipino reformist discourse on con-
stitutional representation. At the same time, however, 
it can be read as sign of that impulse to restrict and 
delimit the horizon of colonial rule. 

More significant in this play of historical frames 
is the move to connect the Philippines to an ancient 
non-European civilisation. Rizal explored hypotheses 
about the shared racial and civilisational origins of Fil-
ipinos, Sumatrans, Polynesians and even the Japanese. 
He enquired into connections among Philippine and 
Malay languages and the links that could be drawn 
from the study of customs and material culture in the 
Malay region and wider Asian world. Undaunted by 
the fact that the study of Southeast Asian precolonial 
history at this time (and long after) was a foray into a 
dense, polylingual and multiracial maze, Rizal exam-
ined the available evidence and worked furiously on 
an impressive array of sources in several languages, 
from British historical and anthropological accounts 
of the Malay archipelago (William Marsden, Thom-
as Stamford Raffles, John Crawfurd), to Dutch and 
Portuguese texts (Joao de Barros, Francois Valenti-
jn, F. W. Junghuhn), to German philological studies 
(Humboldt, Franz Bopp, Max Muller).27 Time and cir-
cumstance prevented Rizal from developing his ideas 
more systematically or fully, but it is clear in what 
intellectual directions he was turned. 

At the same time, Rizal mined sources for proof of 
the “high level” of native culture in precontact times. 
He gleans statements from European reports to argue 
that the islands were endowed with natural wealth 
and had a dynamic local economy; early inhabitants 
were skilled and experienced in warfare and long-dis-
tance trade; and indigenous notions of justice were 

27 See Rizal’s notes “The People 
of the Indian Archipelago” and 
“Notes on Melanesia, Malaysia, 
and Polynesia”, Political and 
Historical Writings, 364–71, 
372–82. These papers, the 
originals of which have not 
survived, appeared in Manila’s 
The Independent (4 May and 27 
April 1918, respectively).  
See “Bibliografía de los Escritos 
de Rizal”, Pensamientos de Rizal 
(Manila: Comisión Nacional del 
Centenario de José Rizal, 1962), 
80, 81. 
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superior to Spanish colonial practice. Rizal emphasis-
es the superiority of “ancient morality” and invokes 
Western sources to point to elements in early religious 
beliefs that showed how precolonial Filipinos had a 
developed system of ideas about the supernatural that 
had parallels in the civilisations of Greece, Japan, and 
China. He quotes Pigafetta in Italian (as, elsewhere, he 
would also write Greek, the better for authoritative 
effect) to show that the early Filipinos were “peaceful, 
noble, respectful”, citing the courtesy and ceremony 
with which the inhabitants received Magellan and his 
men. In dealing with criticism of such native practices 
as debt slavery and the low value placed on chastity, 
he contests these as exaggerations and points to how 
the same vices are to be found in Europe itself. 

At several points, Rizal is not above over-arguing 
his case (as some of his contemporaries pointed out), 
misreading his sources (whether innocent or inten-
tional) by selectively highlighting details, leaving out 
others, or displacing contexts. Annotating Morga, for 
instance, he roundly asserts that before the Spanish 
coming “the Indies had schools where they learned 
to read and write in Tagalog, in which all of them 
were skilled”.28 Elsewhere, he says: “Everyone, friend 
and foe alike, admits that every Filipino even before 
the arrival of the Spaniards knew how to read and 
write”.29 

The third theme in Rizal’s counter-history is the 
existence of a precolonial “nationality”. The relation 
between Spain and the Philippines, Rizal argues, be-
gan with a pact between equals. Like M.H. del Pilar 
and other early nationalists, Rizal represented the 
pacto de sangre, the blood compact between Spanish 
conquistadors and local chieftains in the sixteenth 
century, as a reciprocal pact of friendship and alliance 
between two peoples. What the European conquista-
dors used as a seal of subordination and vassalage is 
turned around as a moral contract between equals. 
Though Rizal does not elaborate on “nationality” (na-

28 Rizal, Historical Events, 291, 
292, 294.

29 “Philippines a Century 
Hence”, Political and Historical 
Writings, 150; also “New Truths” 
Political and Historical Writings, 
119.
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cionalidad), he is obviously evoking – in the Romantic, 
Herderian sense of the Volksgeist – an organic cultur-
al entity rather than a distinct political formation. 
Ascribingagency to this “nation”, Rizal redefines the 
moral and political grounds of the Spanish-Filipino 
encounter. The Rousseauan theme of the “contract”, 
with its positioning of the native as colonialism’s in-
terlocutor, appears not only in Rizal but runs through 
both elite and popular discourses in the anti-colonial 
struggle.30 

A fourth theme deals with the “cultural loss” 
wrought by colonialism. Mining fugitive references in 
Western sources, Rizal argues that colonialism caused 
the degeneration of Filipino skills in shipbuilding, 
weaving, pottery, metallurgy and agriculture. When 
Morga mentions that early Filipinos sent silk to Ja-
pan, Rizal wrily remarks: “In those times the Philip-
pines exported silk to Japan from where the best now 
comes”.31 Old industries and local morality declined 
because of the abuses and disincentives of colonial 
rule. Summing up the effect of Spanish conquest, he 
writes that “the Philippines was depopulated, impov-
erished and retarded, astounded by her metamorpho-
sis, with no more confidence in her past, still without 
faith in her present and without any flattering hope 
in the future”.32 In raising the image of a “high” cul-
ture aborted in its development by the intervention of 
colonialism, Rizal appropriates the discourse of evo-
lution Spanish Orientalists used to represent precolo-
nial Filipinos as a savage and degenerate race ruled 
by instinct, who owe to the missionaries what they 
now have of “culture and civilisation”.33 Rizal reverses 
the high-low categorisations, reinterpreting the evolu-
tionary thesis to condemn colonialism. 

Rizal’s arguments were determined by and de-
ployed against the Orientalist representation of the 
Philippines. The theme of “long history” counters 
the colonialist denial of a history to Filipinos outside 
the framework of Spanish rule. The theme of “high 

30 Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II: 1, 213–16; 
Marcelo H. del Pilar, Monastic 
Supremacy in the Philippines 
(Quezon City: Philippine 
Historical Association, 1958; 
first published in 1889), 11–12. 
For the folk interpretation of 
the “contract”, see Reynaldo  
C. Ileto, Pasyon and Revolution: 
Popular Movements in the 
Philippines, 1840–1910  
(Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila 
University Press, 1979).

31 Rizal in Morga, Historical 
Events, 180.

32 ”Philippines a Century 
Hence”, Political and Historical 
Writings, 130.

33 For a popular statement of 
this view, see Casimiro Herrero, 
O.S.A. (pseud., P.Caro), Filipinas 
ante la razon del indio (Madrid: A. 
Gomez Fuentenebro, 1874), cited 
in John N. Schumacher, S.J., The 
Propaganda Movement: 1880–1895 
(Manila: Solidaridad Publishing 
House, 1973 [revised edition 
published in 1997 by Ateneo 
de Manila University Press]), 
193–94.
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culture” answers the colonialist denigration of the in-
tegrity and value of native culture. The theme of “an-
cient nationality” underscores a pre-existent identity 
that colonialism had violated and erased. “Cultural 
loss” points to the trauma of colonialism and sets the 
basis for an agenda of recovery and self-assertion. In 
constructing a noble and autonomous past, Rizal and 
the nationalists pointed to a field of potentiality and 
promise that colonialism suppressed. More impor-
tant, by constructing the image of a separate, integral 
history and culture, Filipino nationalists brought into 
play the agency of a “nation” with a past, present, and 
future, a nation to which Spain had to speak. 

§

In tracing the genealogy of Rizal’s scholarship, it is in-
teresting to consider how it is shaped by, and to what 
extent it subverts, the premises of “Orientalism”. 

Eric Hobsbawm has said that for those in the world 
outside European capitalism, the challenge was “the 
choice between a doomed resistance in terms of their 
ancient traditions and ways, and a traumatic process 
of seizing the weapons of the west and turning them 
against the conquerors: of understanding and ma-
nipulating ‘progress’ themselves”.34 Rizal seized the 
weapons of the West. 

He drew energy from the dramatic expansion of 
knowledge production in Europe in the nineteenth 
century. He read ethnological, linguistic and histor-
ical texts produced by Europeans; consulted such im-
perial institutions as the British Museum and Biblio-
thèque Nationale; joined learned societies in Berlin; 
contributed to Orientalist publications (like London’s 
Trubner’s Record, edited by Reinhold Rost); and corre-
sponded with, learned from, and aided German, Brit-
ish, French and Dutch scholars. He was more fluent 
in Spanish than Tagalog, decorated his speech with 
Western classical allusions, did his best work in a Eu-

34 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age 
of Capital, 1848–1875 (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1996), 4.
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ropean form (the novel), ardently embraced the hu-
manist ideas of Rousseau and Voltaire, and spoke with 
conviction of the “laws of history” and the inexorable 
march of Science and Progress. It was not in London or 
Berlin, however, that Rizal first discovered Europe. In 
his teens, he was exposed to Virgil, Cicero, and Dante, 
and read Cesare Cantu’s Historia universal (1838–1846) 
and the works of Chateaubriand and Dumas. His ed-
ucation at the Ateneo and at Santo Tomas in Manila 
opened doors to a world of Greco-Latin learning and 
Western science.35 No matter how narrow and “nar-
cotising” this education may have been (as Rizal often 
said), he clearly learned from it, quickened by the pos-
sibilities of knowledge glimpsed as well as knowledge 
suppressed. Rizal came from a privileged home. Their 
house in Calamba, he wrote, had a library of more 
than a thousand volumes. Even as his mother, cul-
tured and fluent in Spanish, warned him of the dan-
gers for a “native” who aspires for too much learning, 
such warnings only stoked his desire for knowledge 
even more. Despite the fact that the colony was in the 
backwaters of a decrepit empire, Manila was not a 
dead outpost of Europe. Rizal said that while the ma-
jority of the books for sale in Manila were “religious 
and narcotising in character”, the works of Dumas, 
Sue, Hugo and Schiller were read.36 

As member of a “subject race”, Rizal lived the con-
tradictions between what modern education prom-
ised and colonial life denied. He did not have to go 
to Europe to know about error, bias and deceit in Eu-
ropean representations of the Philippines. Replying 
to a charge by Vicente Barrantes that his is “a spirit 
twisted by a German education”, Rizal says that the 
Spaniard could not possibly know what he knows: 

“If you did, you would not say that I am “a spirit twist-
ed by a German education”, for the spirit that breathes 
in me I have had since a child before leaving the Philip-

35 His education in Manila 
included such subjects as Greek, 
Latin, French, philosophy, 
geography, geometry, physics, 
chemistry, botany, and natural 
history. For a list of courses, see 
Reminiscences and Travels of José 
Rizal (Manila: José Rizal National 
Centennial Commission, 1961), 
18–21. For lists of “books, 
pamphlets, periodicals bought, 
given to, read, or owned by 
José Rizal”, see Esteban A. de 
Ocampo, Rizal as a Bibliophile 
(Manila: Bibliographical Society 
of the Philippines, 1960), 27–52.
 

36 Rizal, London, 8 November 
1888 (in Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II:1, 209–10).
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pines, before I had learned a word of German. My spirit is 
“twisted” because I have been reared among injustices 
and abuses, because since a child I have seen many suf-
fer stupidly and because I too have suffered. My “twist-
ed spirit” is the product of that constant vision of moral 
ideals succumbing before the powerful reality of abuses, 
arbitrariness, hypocrisies, farces, violence and other vile 
passions.”37 

Explaining the genesis of the Noli to Fr. Pablo Pas-
tells on 11 November 1892, he wrote: “No German 
knew about my work before its publication, neither 
Blumentritt… nor Virchow, nor Jagor, nor Joest with 
whom I dealt in the societies to which I belonged”. 
The novel was moved, he said, not by personal ran-
cour or “German inspiration” but by:

“a clear vision of the reality of my motherland, the vivid 
memory of what was happening, and a sufficient dexter-
ity to judge the etiology in such a way that not only could 
I paint the event but also divine the future, inasmuch as 
even now I see being realised with such accuracy what I 
called novel, that I can say that I attend a performance of 
my own work, taking part in it.”38 

Though Rizal privileges, at times stridently, per-
sonal experience and “the native’s point of view, he 
was inescapably shaped by Europe. Given his ambi-
tion, colonial schooling and the distribution of world 
knowledge at the time, it was inevitable that he would 
turn to Europe. He saw the value of Sanskrit, Arabic, 
Chinese, Japanese and Malay sources but discovered 
them largely by way of Europe. This said, however, 
the intellectual itinerary he followed was not a simple 
move from the margins to the metropolis. 

Alluding to that other side of Orientalism he puts 
outside the ambit of Orientalism, Edward Said notes 
the great imbalance in the flow of Westerners east-

37 Rizal to Vicente Barrantes, 
February 1890 (in [José Rizal], 
Miscellaneous Correspondence 
[Manila: National Heroes 
Commission, 1963], II:4, 131–32).

38 Rizal, Dapitan, 11 November 
1892, to Father P. Pastells  
(in Miscellaneous Correspondence,  
II:4, 204–5).
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wards against Easterners going west as well as the 
radical disparities in the reason, purpose and effect of 
these moves. While Westerners travelled to the Orient 
to conquer and occupy, administer colonies, extract 
wealth, gaze at possessions, or create fantasies of the 
Other (and, in those fantasies, themselves), “the East-
ern travellers in the West were there to learn from 
and to gape at an advanced culture”.39 

The reality is more complex than the image. Eu-
rope mesmerised Rizal as he travelled through her 
cities but he was no ordinary tourist. Almost obses-
sive in his need to encompass the world, he was well 
informed in the history of Europe and methodical in 
the way he explored her cities, walking up and down 
grids of streets, a modern Pigafetta complete with a 
Baedeker and a pedometer. The sense of “outsider-
ness” and difference never left him nor the constant 
connections he made between this place and home. 
Describing a Paris department store in a letter to his 
family, he writes: “It occupies an entire block with 
all the floors of the building as large as the space be-
tween our house and the telegraph office”. The halls of 
Luxembourg Palace are “full of Grecian, Roman, and 
Etruscan jars and amphorae… so numerous that there 
are enough for the whole province of Laguna”. Then 
again: “Fill with magnificent houses the entire area 
of Calamba, Cabuyao and Santa Rosa and you’ll have 
Paris more or less”.40 All these may simply be the inno-
cent device to make the foreign imaginable; yet this 
tacking to and fro between the alien and the homely 
is expressive as well of the impulse to maintain per-
spective, to contain the alien and keep it at bay. 

In viewing what in many ways was Europe’s imperi-
al loot, this flagrant accumulation of the world’s rich-
es, it was neither envy nor anger Rizal felt but sadness 
at the coldness of the grandeur that remained – and, 
poignantly, sadness at his own country’s invisibility. 
Wherever he went he was often mistaken for Japanese 
(and, on one occasion, playfully assumed the role of 

39 Said, Orientalism, 204.  
In Culture and Imperialism  
(New York: Vintage Books, 1994; 
first published in 1993), Said, 
speaking primarily to a Western 
audience from a location in 
the West, takes up the “other 
side” of Orientalism but 
focuses on the British, French 
and American empires and 
twentieth-century examples  
of resistance.

40 The quotations are from 
Reminiscences and Travels, 234, 
236, 243. On Rizal’s method of 
exploring a city, see Maximo 
Viola, “My Travels with Doctor 
Rizal”, Reminiscences and Travels, 
322–23.
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one, impressing some tourists with his knowledge of 
the lives of Japanese artists).41 Viewing an exhibition 
of seized military trophies from all over the world at 
the Museum of Artillery in Paris, he wrote: “It seems 
incredible but the costumes and weapons of the savag-
es of the small islands of Borneo are found there but 
those of the Philippines are not even remembered.”42 

What galled was not just victimhood but that it 
should go unacknowledged. It was precisely the need 
to assert presence and visibility that impelled Rizal 
to raise his country from its past, to summon forth, 
as he puts it in his preface to Morga, “the shadow of 
the civilisation of our ancestors” that colonialism had 
erased from memory. 

§

Reading European texts, Rizal was sensitive to the 
limits of these sources – discontinuous, debased, writ-
ten out of a variety of philosophies, written from the 
outside. He appreciated that they required strategies 
of reading – and plain raiding – if he was to elicit from 
them what he needed. Writing to Blumentritt about 
the Morga book, he said: 

“Morga is an excellent book. It could be said that Mor-
ga is a learned modern explorer. He has nothing of the 
superficiality and exaggeration so peculiar to the Span-
iards of today. He writes very simply, but in reading him 
one must know how to read between the lines, because 
he had been governor general of the Philippines and lat-
er justice of the Inquisition.”43 

Commenting on Wilhelm von Humboldt’s study on 
Malayo-Polynesian languages, he remarked that Hum-
boldt allowed himself to be led too much by his Span-
ish source who, “though a good author, has however 
committed pardonable errors for being a foreigner”. 
“I am sure that Humboldt’s genius, had he consulted 

41 Reminiscences and Travels, 240.

42 Ibid., 244.

43 Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II:1, 201. Rizal’s 
understanding of source-
criticism is shown in his 
ill-humoured riposte to Isabelo 
de los Reyes, “A Reply to Mr. 
Isabelo de los Reyes”, Political and 
Historical Writings, 268–73. 
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better authors, would have discovered important con-
nections between our languages”.44 

Reading between the lines, against the grain; raid-
ing texts for usable data (“source-mining”); even mis-
reading – Rizal sketched the beginnings of a Philippine 
anti-colonial history. Alert to the bias of those who 
speak of the Philippines from a place of “authority”, 
Rizal was, with the rarest exception, contemptuous 
of the scholarship of Spaniards writing on the colony, 
particularly the religious and those travelling chron-
iclers who “remain only a short time in the Philip-
pines” and “spend this brief time among Spaniards”.45 
He gravitated towards the scholarship of countries 
without political interests in the Philippines, such as 
Germany and Austria. He praised Blumentritt, citizen 
of a country that is not “a coloniser,” for the Austrian’s 
disinterestedness. 

“Some write history to raise or to flatter the spirit of their 
nation, to depreciate or lower that of their enemies; oth-
ers to support political, religious, or theoretical opinions 
with historical facts which they adapt and mutilate to 
suit their convenience; and others... ah! It is better not to 
speak of their ends and purposes!” 46 

From Berlin on 12 January 1887, he wrote to Blumen-
tritt: 

“We are indebted to German and English scholars for 
letting a little light penetrate our dark country. It is really 
marvelious that these strangers, without having visited 
our country, do not judge us according to deep-rooted 
prejudices, as others do, but rather with a liberal criteri-
on and in a humanitarian sense.” 47 

Berlin, Paris and London were the capitals of nine-
teenth-century Oriental scholarship (beside which 
Madrid was parochial and lethargic). Rizal relished 

47 Ibid., II:1, 37–38.

44 Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II:2, 500–1. 
Rizal’s citation of Esguerra as 
the Spanish source probably 
refers to the Jesuit Domingo 
Esguerra (1601–1670), who wrote 
Arte de la lengua bisaya de la 
provincia de Leyte (Manila, 1663; 
2d. ed., 1747). 

Humboldt consulted other 
sources for his Philippine 
material: Eugene Jacquet, 
the Frenchman who wrote 
Considerations sur les alphabets 
des Philippines (Paris, 1831) 
and Domingo de los Santos, 
ofm, author of Vocabulario de 
la lengua tagala (Tayabas, 1703; 
subsequent eds., 1794 and 1835). 
See footnotes in Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, On Language: On 
the Diversity of Human Language 
Construction and Its Influence on 
the Mental Development of the 
Human Species, ed. M. Losonsky 
(Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999).

45 Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II:1, 9–10.

46 Ibid., II:1, 1. Also see 73–74.
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the atmosphere of intellectual freedom in these plac-
es. Exiled in Dapitan, he yearned for “the incessant 
and indefatigable scientific life of civilised Europe 
where everything is discussed, where everything is 
placed in doubt and nothing is accepted without pre-
vious examination, previous analysis – the life of the 
societies of linguistics, ethnography, geography, med-
icine and archaeology”.48 

Had Rizal allowed exuberance to becloud the fact 
that England and France, the greatest empires of the 
time, were not innocent of the wrong he condemned 
in Spain? At the time of Rizal’s visit, Germany was 
going through a militarist and expansionist phase 
rooted in a latent colonialism – what a scholar calls “a 
kind of colonialism without colonies” – that had been 
building up as part of the formation of a German “na-
tional spirit” in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies.49 Chancellor Otto von Bismarck had just con-
solidated the German Empire with a victory over the 
French in 1870. In 1882, the German Colonial Associa-
tion was formed, a pressure group that endeavoured 
to convince Bismarck of the necessity to acquire for-
eign possessions for the Reich. In 1884–1885 (on the 
eve of Rizal’s visit), Germany annexed colonies in Af-
rica and the Pacific and Bismarck thrust himself into 
the world stage by organising the Berlin Conference 
of 1884, which forged a framework for a more coordi-
nated scramble for territories in Africa among such 
powers as England, France, Belgium and Germany. 

Rizal entered Germany at a time when a romantic, 
bourgeois liberalism was still popular among German 
intellectuals. Such men as Virchow, Bastian and Blu-
mentritt criticised Bismarckian colonialism, espous-
ing liberal notions of the “psychic unity of mankind”, 
that peoples around the world were bound together 
by fundamental similarities and followed the same 
patterns of cultural evolution.50 German scholarship 
on the Philippines, what little of it existed at the time, 

48 Ibid., II:2, 461.

49 See the excellent study 
of Susanne Zantop, Colonial 
Fantasies: Conquest, Family, and 
Nation in Precolonial Germany, 
1770–1870 (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1997).

50 By the time Rizal was in 
Germany, Bastian and Virchow 
had softened their opposition 
to German expansionism (see 
Smith, “Anthropology and 
German Colonialism”, 39–57). 
For a more extended discussion 
of the political views of Virchow 
and other German scholars, see 
Smith, Politics and the Sciences of 
Culture in Germany, 104, 153–54, 
162–70.
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was unencumbered by any direct political interest in 
the country and largely limited to technical studies in 
linguistics, botany, and zoology. 

Rizal was not politically naïve. Explaining to his 
parents his plans to go to Germany in 1885, he cit-
ed not only the practicalities of living costs and the 
presence of good professors in Germany, he said that 
learning about the country would be useful because 
of the “Caroline question” (Bismarck’s annexationist 
ambitions) and Germany’s increasing commercial 
interest in Asia. Rizal wrote: “It is necessary that we 
prepare for what may happen so that we shall not be 
more exploited than we are now”.51 Despite these res-
ervations, however, it is evident that the excitement 
of German intellectual life led Rizal to take a very 
generous view of German liberalism. 

Rizal was aware that colonialism was a world phe-
nomenon and that Filipinos shared conditions of op-
pression with peoples elsewhere. As Filipinas dentro de 
cien años shows, he was an acute observer of the expan-
sionist ambitions of the world’s industrialising coun-
tries. Yet he was detached in his view of world politics. 
An episode illustrates this: Rizal was transiting on the 
Suez Canal in June 1882, on the way to Spain, when 
the Urabi Pasha uprising against the Khedive and the 
Franco-British presence in Egypt began. Learning 
about the disturbances from a Turkish quarantine of-
ficer with whom he conversed in French, Rizal shows 
he understood the meaning of the unfolding events 
(which would lead to the British occupation of Egypt); 
yet he relates the experience in letters home with no 
small trace of voyeuristic pleasure and cosmopolitan 
knowing.52 

As he could be distant in his view of the world, he 
was single-minded and impassioned in his pursuit of 
the Filipino cause. In large part, he used the intellec-
tual achievements, liberal-democratic policies, and 
“rational” colonial policies of countries like France 

51 José Rizal, Letters Between 
Rizal and Family Members (Manila: 
National Heroes Commission, 
1964), 193–94, 202.

52 Reminiscences and Travels,  
68, 216, 221.
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and England as lever in his attack against Spanish 
colonialism. He appreciated the reality of intra-Euro-
pean rivalry and knew that Europe was not homoge-
neous or monolithic. In exposing Spanish misrule and 
the hollowness of what must have seemed to many 
in the colony a great and unshakeable power, Rizal 
frequently compared (in an interesting appropriation 
of Europe’s own evolutionist discourse) “laggard” and 
“backward” Spain with the more “modern” countries 
of northern and western Europe. 

Rizal’s location in the scholarly world of Europe is 
important in assessing his relation to European Ori-
entalism. Rizal was a novelist before he was a scholar 
and, as the latter, an amateur rather than a special-
ist.53 He was trained as an ophthalmologist and not 
as a historian, linguist or anthropologist. His medical 
training – under the time’s leading ophthalmologists, 
Louis de Wecker and Otto Becker – is an aspect of his 
intellectual formation that has not been adequate-
ly commented upon. Yet, reading his clinical notes, 
one is already clued to the style and discipline with 
which he approached the “science” of society and his-
tory. Scribbling an intern’s residency notes: “Clinical 
history is the narration of pathological events with 
their antecedents and final outcome which have oc-
curred in a patient. To be good it must be methodical, 
true, accurate and brief”.54 Breaking down the com-
ponents of clinical analysis – anamnesis, diagnosis, 
prognosis, treatment, management – he foreshadows 
the logic with which he would dissect the problems 
of colonial society. (In the notes that have survived, 
it is interesting – given the literary uses to which he 
put the disease – that many of the cases he examined 
were carcinomas). The clinical temper is shown in his 
fondness for medico-physiological analogies and the 
image of society as an organism, as when he writes of 
colonialism: 

53 See Said’s remark in his 
Representations of the Intellectual 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 
1994), 74–83, 87.

54 ”Clinical Notes,” 
Miscellaneous Writings, 182–247; 
also “Notes on Surgical Clinics” 
and “Medical Clinic Notes”, 
Miscellaneous Writings, 27–57, 
59–91.



90

Philippine Pavilion

“The existence of a foreign body in another endowed 
with strength and activity is against all natural and moral 
laws. Science teaches us that either it is assimilated, it 
destroys the organism, it is eliminated or it is encysted.”55 

A polymath, Rizal drew from many sources, com-
bining the moral passion of an artist with the mental 
armature of a scientist. He was in his element in nine-
teenth-century European ethnology, a field in which 
the ideas of natural science were popular. (Bastian 
and Virchow were themselves physicians). He was, in 
brief, no rank amateur. His scientific preparation gave 
him that detached, pragmatic bent when making pre-
scriptions for a nation as it armed him with that re-
markable self-assurance that he could deal with the 
German scholars as peers rather than mentors. 

He was a nomadic intellectual, straddling fields, 
moving at the margins of Europe’s learned circles. 
Though he joined learned societies in Berlin, his re-
lations with these societies were tenuous. He was 
sought out as native informant, contact for the sup-
ply of specimens and artefacts, contributor of articles 
and primary data. The more durable relationships he 
struck were relations of friendship and parity. It is fit-
ting that his closest association was with a peripheral 
figure in Orientalism, a reclusive scholar in a small 
Austrian town who did not only study the Philippines 
but deeply identified with it. 

Rizal relates to Blumentritt his amusing first en-
counter with “the famous Virchow”. “The scholar 
(Virchow) told me jestingly that he wished to study 
me ethnographically”. Rizal did not miss a beat: “I 
replied that I was willing to submit to his study for 
the love of science and I promised to introduce to him 
also another example, my compatriot” – referring 
to his travelling companion, Maximo Viola, an even 
more “native” specimen than Rizal.56 Virchow is what 
is now called a “physical anthropologist” and had pub-
lished a study on Igorot skulls; a formal portrait of 

56 Rizal, Berlin, 12 January 
1887 (in Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II:1, 39).

55 “Philippines a Century 
Hence”, Political and Historical 
Writings, 155.
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the man shows him standing in his study, left hand 
resting on a human skull, right hand holding a caliper 
for cranial measurement.57 Virchow was a man to be 
admired, the model of a dynamic, politically engaged 
scientist, but the young Filipino did not come to Eu-
rope to study at the feet of Virchow (though he was ob-
viously thrilled by the experience of having beer with 
the eminent scientist and other German scholars well 
into the night after a meeting of the Berlin Geograph-
ical Society). Rizal was on the hunt to learn what he 
could and use what served his purpose. He knew, too, 
that such “networks” as he built, and the learning 
gained, were useful for creating that “authority” with 
which to challenge the “authority” of the colonial ex-
perts in Spain and at home. 

Rizal was an amateur uninhibited by the profession-
al or ideological constraints of a discipline or “field”. 
He was all over the place. He was into comparative 
linguistics (studying Malay and Philippine languages 
like Bisayan, Subanon and Mangyan; working on a Ta-
galog grammar; planning a “universal” dictionary of 
Philippine languages and dialects); he corresponded 
with colleagues on cartography and geography; main-
tained an active interest in the natural sciences (do-
ing inventories of seashells, collecting botanical spec-
imens); wrote on such topics as Tagalog poetry and 
popular religion; compiled notes on such arcana as 
the specifications for constructing military parapets; 
and, even in exile in Dapitan, tried to keep up with 
his literary readings, asking a friend in Europe to 
send him books by Russian writers. He did exercises 
in reading and writing Arabic scripts and Egyptian hi-
eroglyphs and even copied fragments of the Zend-Aves-
ta, the sacred book the translation of which, by the 
Frenchman Anquetil-Duperron in 1771, is considered 
one of the founding acts of the Orientalist renaissance 
in Europe.58 Rizal embraced the world of learning as 
his own. 

58 Miscellaneous Writings, 58, 
252, 260–71. On the Zend-Avesta, 
see Schwab, Oriental Renaissance, 
7, 57, 200, and passim; Said, 
Orientalism, 76–77.

57 See Virchow’s portrait in 
Rizal in Retrospect, ed. Carlos 
Quirino (Manila: Philippine 
Historical Association, 1961), 
178. On Virchow’s career, see 
Byron A. Boyd, Rudolf Virchow: 
The Scientist as Citizen (New York: 
Garland Publishing, 1991).



92

Philippine Pavilion

§

Rizal speculated on issues current in Europe’s ac-
ademic circles – the origins of races and languages, 
evolution and diffusionism, the nature of progress 
and the unity of human civilisation. He was, however, 
no theorist or systematist (in the manner that Pedro 
Paterno and Isabelo de los Reyes aspired to be); he nei-
ther had the space nor inclination to craft himself as 
one. He knew of Charles Darwin (and, like Bastian and 
Virchow, was sceptical of orthodox Darwinism) but 
there is no reference to his having actually read Origin 
of the Species (1859) or, for that matter, the book Karl 
Marx was slaving over at the British Museum some 
thirty years before Rizal got there, Critique of Political 
Economy (1859). 

What mattered was the drift and direction of his 
intellectual practice. Strategically located, armed 
with a purpose, Rizal creatively engaged Orientalist 
knowledge. He used Europe’s high-minded Enlight-
enment rhetoric against Europe and invoked her 
authority to undermine that same authority. It did 
not matter (if he was aware of it at all) that Goethe 
and Chateaubriand essentialised the East, turning it 
into tapestry for their own private imaginings, Rizal 
drank of their sublimities to nourish his own dreams. 
Antonio Pigafetta’s benign sixteenth-century view of 
the Bisayans may have more to do with the courtly 
conventions of the Italian Renaissance than Bisayan 
realities, while Thomas Stamford Raffles’ encyclope-
dic knowledge of the Malay archipelago was fuelled 
by British expansionist aims in the East Indies (and, 
not least, Raffles’ own career ambitions). This did not 
prevent Rizal from dislodging them from their histo-
ry and using them for his own. 

Through readings or sheer osmosis, Rizal learned 
historicism from Johann Gottfried Herder, compara-
tive linguistics from such pioneers as Humboldt, Eu-
gene Burnouf and Franz Bopp, and anthropology from 
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German ethnologist Theodor Waitz (author of the 
monumental Anthropologie der Naturvolker (1859–1872), 
which Rizal wanted to translate). He proceeded to use 
this learning for his own purposes, giving to current 
ideas his own particular inflection as he stressed the 
liberative implications of Filipino culture in the strug-
gle against colonialism. 

He was attracted to comparative linguistics since 
this was a cutting-edge field in the nineteenth centu-
ry for investigating the identity and relationships of 
cultures. Where European philologists, particularly 
the French, were enamoured with grand classifica-
tory and evolutionary systems (at the apex of which 
stood Europe), Rizal must have drawn inspiration 
from the more romantic, pluralist views of Wilhelm 
von Humboldt. The German savant did not only study 
Malayo-Polynesian languages (when everybody else, it 
seemed, was mining Sanskrit), he promoted the view 
that “every language has a structure worthy of study 
and every language has the infinite resources to as-
similate the richest and loftiest ideas”.” Rizal must 
have warmed to Humboldt’s thesis that language is 
“the work of nations”, proof of the spirit and individ-
uality of a people: 

“The comparative study of languages, the exact estab-
lishment of the manifold ways in which innumerable peo-
ples resolve the same tasks of language formation that is 
laid upon them as men, loses all higher interest if it does 
not cleave to the point at which language is connected 
with the shaping of the nation’s mental power.”59 

Rizal took a comparatist approach to issues of race 
and culture but where the European Orientalist em-
ployed the method to privilege Indo-European or Ar-
yan superiority, Rizal used it to advance his own peo-
ple’s claims to anteriority. The strategy is illustrated 
in what seems an innocuous contribution to Trubner’s 
Record (July 1889) in which he compared the Tagalog 

59 Humboldt, On Language, 
xxii, 21.



94

Philippine Pavilion

and Japanese versions of the fable of the tortoise and 
the monkey. Speculating on questions of origins, 
he surmised that the Tagalog version is older (it has 
“more philosophy, more plainness of form”, while 
the Japanese version has “more civilisation and, so to 
speak, more diplomatic usage”); suggested the possi-
bility of the Malay origin of the Japanese people; and 
raised the need for studying more versions of the tale 
in the Malay archipelago. The anciency of the tale, he 
concluded, shows that, before Spanish colonialism, 
there was “an extinct civilisation, common to all the 
races which lived in that region [i.e., the Far East]”,60 

In addressing a range of issues – whether public 
education, popular religiosity, or the Filipino per-
sonality – Rizal adopted a historicist approach that 
undermined Orientalism’s essentialising tendencies. 
Drawing from the ideas of Herder and the German 
romantics, he traced not only perceived weaknesses 
in the Filipino character, like indolence and apathy, to 
“natural laws” (such as the effect of climate) but, more 
importantly, the dynamics of social practice, unpack-
ing “Filipino defects” as the effect of oppressive colo-
nial realities and the lack of “freedom” and “national 
sentiment”.61 

While Orientalists deployed theories of race to con-
fer superiority on the European, Rizal did not only as-
sert racial equality but used the racialist discourse to 
blame colonialism for distortions in the development 
of races. There is no such thing as some races being 
born more intelligent than others, he argued, intel-
ligence is a function of social and historical develop-
ment. “Races which have been obliged to work with 
their brains on account of certain special conditions, 
have developed them more, then have transmitted 
them to their descendants who later have continued 
on, etc., etc”. The growth of intelligence requires “cen-
turies of struggle” and the “wise combinations” of lib-
erty, law, and traditions of free thought.62 Impatiently 
dismissing the prejudices of race, he says: “In the mat-

60 “Two Eastern Fables,” 
Miscellaneous Writings, 116–21.

62 Rizal, Dapitan, 4 July 
1895 (in Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II:2, 512).

61 See “Indolence of the 
Filipinos,” Political and Historical 
Writings, 227– 65, and the 
articles on public education 
and popular religiosity in 
Miscellaneous Writings, 4–15, 
92–106.
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ter of aesthetics each race has its own idea… Right has 
no skin nor has reason noses”.63 

It is no easy task to trace the genealogy of a person’s 
ideas, yet it is clear that, despite Rizal’s disclaimer, a 
“German education” did influence his views. Rizal’s 
stay in Spain stirred his liberal sentiments, but his 
travels in northern and western Europe brought him 
into the very centre of Western “modernity” at the 
time, in particular Germany of the 1880s.64 Already 
drawn to the liberal passion of Goethe, Lessing, and 
Schiller, Rizal entered Germany when cultural studies 
were dominated by the ideas of Herder, Wilhelm and 
Alexander Humboldt, Bastian, and Virchow. This was 
the “Europe” Rizal admired, the intellectual site out 
of which he would critique that other “Europe” that 
Spanish colonialism represented. This is incidentally 
the same nexus out of which came Franz Boas, who 
trained under Virchow and Bastian and was about the 
same age as Rizal. When Rizal was in Berlin, Boas was 
finishing fieldwork in British Columbia, studying the 
Kwakiutl Indians and would soon decide to relocate to 
the United States, where he became one of the found-
ers of American anthropology.65 

Rizal was influenced not just by some general-
ised, diffuse “European humanism” (or Orientalism) 
but a specific articulation of this humanism, a nine-
teenth-century German historical and ethnological 
tradition that sought to reconcile the Enlighten-
ment urge for universal criteria and essentialising 
statements about human nature with the Romantic 
interest in differential histories and the specificity 
of cultural creations.66 Ideas in this formation Rizal 
must have found particularly productive included a 
pluralist notion of organic, internally coherent na-
tionalities moving towards a common “humanity”, 
a racial equality premised on the “psychic unity of 
mankind” (as opposed to the racist views of thinkers 
like Ernest Renan and Arthur de Gobineau), a mul-
ti-linear evolutionism that explains differences in the 

63 ”Philippines a Century 
Hence”, Political and Historical 
Writings, 148–49.

64 For the influence of 
Spanish Krausism on Rizal, see 
Raul J. Bonoan, “Rizal: Asia’s 
Enlightenment Philosophe in the 
Age of Colonialism”, José Rizal 
and the Asian Renaissance, ed. M. 
Rajaretnam (Manila: Solidaridad 
Publishing House, 1996), 219–37.

65 On the early Franz Boas 
(1858–1942), see Adam Kuper, 
The Invention of Primitive Society 
(London: Routledge, 1988), 
125–51.

On Bastian, see Klaus-Peter 
Koepping, Adolf Bastian and the 
Psychic Unity of Mankind (St. Lucia: 
University of Queensland Press, 
1983). There is no reference 
(though I could be mistaken) 
to Rizal’s having read any of 
Bastian’s works though Bastian 
was a major influence in 
German intellectual life at this 
time. At the time Rizal was in 
Germany, Bastian was probably 
out of the country on one of his 
many world travels.

66 For the German Romantic 
critique of the Enlightenment, 
see Isaiah Berlin, Three Critics of 
the Enlightenment: Vico, Hamann, 
Herder, ed. H. Hardy (London: 
Pimlico, 2000), 168–242; Klaus-
Peter Koepping, “Enlightenment 
and Romanticism in the Work 
of Adolf Bastian: The Historical 
Roots of Anthropology in the 
Nineteenth Century,” Fieldwork 
and Footnotes: Studies in the History 
of European Anthropology, ed. H. 
F. Vermeulen and A. A. Roldan 
(London: Routledge, 1995), 
75–91.
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development of races according to factors of environ-
ment and history (as opposed to the determinism of 
orthogenetic Darwinists), and a premium on critical 
empiricism instead of the abstract and overgeneral-
ising categorisations characteristic of the French En-
lightenment. While these views can be deflected or 
deployed (as they were) as ideological support for Eu-
rope’s “duty” to bring less-developed races under her 
tutelage, Rizal appropriated them as premises for the 
campaign to create the social and political conditions 
that would release the Filipino potential for creativity 
and growth. 

§

Understanding the specificity of Rizal’s location and 
interventions is more productive than simplifying 
statements about an underspecified “Europeanisa-
tion”. Take the question of language. Rizal was more 
fluent in the colonial master’s language (Spanish) 
than his own, confessing to difficulties when he at-
tempted to write a novel in Tagalog. Yet, as Benedict 
Anderson has shown, Rizal’s novels in Spanish are so 
richly impregnated with native experience and idi-
oms, he creates ground for the interanimating play 
of the local and extra-local and problematises the re-
lations of languages.67 That Rizal slipped in and out 
of many languages meant that he was not captive of 
one. While the effects of his language crossings re-
main to be closely studied, it is clear that Rizal’s Eu-
ropeanisation is more complicated than it seems. He 
spent as much time thinking between languages as in 
a language. Rizal appreciated not only the “treasures” 
locked in a language (as he told del Pilar), he knew 
how malleable and yet forceful, words can be. Words 
like nación and civilización are designations for social 
states either potential or achieved, signs of desire as 
well as fulfilment, and in the debate over whether a 
Filipino nation or civilisation exists, it all depends on 

67 Benedict Anderson, 
The Spectre of Comparisons: 
Nationalism, Southeast Asia and 
the World (London: Verso, 1998), 
226–62.
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who is speaking and where or how, in the discourse, 
one positions oneself.68 

In a study of how French Enlightenment intellectu-
als used such notions as universalism, science, race 
and nation, Tzvetan Todorov shows how double-sided 
and dissembling these concepts are.69 Universalism 
promotes an ethos of commonality, yet may func-
tion as Eurocentric charter for conquest and coloni-
alism. Relativism can lead to tolerance of diversity 
and respect for difference, yet can underlie racist 
hierarchies, exoticism and an abstract indifference. 
Nationalism valorises belonging to a group, yet can 
underwrite prejudice and imperialism. In the politics 
of contradictions and misrecognitions, intellectuals, 
while affirming the Enlightenment spirit, can foster 
ideas that represent a deflection of that spirit rather 
than its logical consequence. 

Navigating the waters of these contradictions, Rizal 
was aided by the fact that he moved at the boundaries 
of languages and cultures (he moved around so much, 
it seems much of his life was spent in-between coun-
tries, crossing borders). More important, he never lost 
sight of the horizon towards which he was moving. 

As Lessing’s fable in our epigraph indicates, Rizal 
had an acute sense of how politicised knowledge can 
be. In his philosophical exchange with Father Pastells 
in 1892, he wrote: 

“I imagine men who engage in the study of the truth like 
students of drawing who copy a statue..., some nearer, 
others farther, who from a certain height, who at its feet, 
see it in different manners; and the more they try to do 
their best in being faithful in their drawings, the more 
they differ from one another. Those who copy directly 
from the original are thinkers who differ from one an-
other for starting from different principles, founders of 
schools or doctrines. A large number, for being very far, 
for not seeing well, for not being so skillful, for laziness... 
are contented with making a copy from another copy of 

68 On the words “nation” 
and “civilisation” in 
nineteenth-century Europe,  
see Raymond Williams, 
Keywords (London: Fontana 
Press, 1988; first published in 
1976), 57–60, 213–14.

69 Tzvetan Todorov, On Human 
Diversity: Nationalism, Racism, and 
Exoticism in French Thought, trans. 
C. Porter (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1993).
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the one nearest to them or, if they are willing, from what 
seemed to them best... These copyists correspond to 
the partisans, the active sectarians of an idea. Others 
even more lazy, not daring to draw a single line in order 
not to commit a blunder, buy themselves a ready-made 
copy, perhaps a photograph, a lithograph, and they are 
contented and cheerful. To this group belong the passive 
sectarians, those who believe everything in order not to 
think.” 70 

“Who is to judge the drawings of the others taking 
his own for norm?”. Rizal was no postmodernist in 
a time warp, he simply understood that there were 
certain realities that resisted one’s totalising moves: 

“For us, mathematical truths which are like plane figures 
present themselves only in one form. But religious, mor-
al and political truths are figures of extent and depth, 
they are complex truths, and human intelligence has to 
study them in parts”. 

These philosophical doubts did not keep him from 
looking at what was needed in the short term. A nine-
teenth-century believer in the value of science, he 
was eager for whatever empirical knowledge can be 
obtained from any source or method. Conscious of 
the dearth of scientific studies on the Philippines, he 
encouraged and aided the work of such “Philippinol-
ogists” as A. B. Meyer, Hendrik Kern and Blumentritt. 
Apart from its political value, he envisioned the As-
sociation Internationale des Philippinestes as a tru-
ly international group of scholars working on the 
Philippines. Yet, Rizal knew that in the end Filipinos 
themselves, building a visible intellectual communi-
ty, would have to spearhead the effort, claiming the 
authority to speak for themselves. Thus he repeated-
ly urged the Filipino propagandists in Spain to “buy 
books by Filipinos; mention now and then names of 
Filipinos like [Pedro] Pelaez, [Vicente] Garcia, [Jose] 

70 Rizal, Dapitan, 11 November 
1892, to Father P. Pastells.  
In Miscellaneous Correspondence, 
208–9.
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Burgos, Graciano [Lopez Jaena], etc.; quote their phras-
es”.71 Addressing the Filipinos in Barcelona in 1889, 
he encouraged them “to buy, read, but critically, the 
books about the Philippines that you may see there 
published”. 

“It is necessary that you study the questions that con-
cern our country. Knowledge of a thing prepares for its 
mastery: knowledge is power. We are the only ones who 
can acquire a perfect knowledge of our country, because 
we know both languages [Spanish and a Philippine lan-
guage] and besides we are informed of the secrets of the 
people among whom we had been raised.”72 

This did not prevent conflict and jealousies among 
Filipino scholars. Both Rizal and M. H. del Pilar spoke 
of Isabelo de los Reyes’s “deplorable fecundity” and 
“excessive Ilocanism”.73 And almost everyone had some-
thing to say about the motives and quality of Pedro 
Paterno’s scholarship. The fact however remains that 
scholarship involved a contest over authority – origi-
nating texts, exercising power over a field – and Rizal 
knew that, in a world where others had done the 
speaking for the Philippines, it was “authority” Fili-
pinos had to claim and exercise collectively. Rizal saw 
the importance of a national discourse (or in Said’s 
terms, a “strategic formation”) created by the work of 
Filipino scholars, scientists, teachers, artists and writ-
ers. Speaking of a rising “enlightened class” of Filipi-
nos, he said, warning Spain, that “if today [this class] 
constitutes the brains of the country, within a few 
years it will constitute its entire nervous system”.74 

§

Rizal characteristically pronounces his opinions as 
his own and rarely invokes intellectual antecedents 
except in a general way or for rhetorical effect. Eu-
rope, however, has clearly shaped his thinking. This 

72 Rizal, London, 1889,  
to the Filipinos at Barcelona  
(in Rizal’s Correspondence with 
Fellow Reformists, 254).

73 Rizal’s Correspondence with 
Fellow Reformists, 267, 273.

74 “Philippines a Century 
Hence”, Political and Historical 
Writings, 140.

71 Rizal, Paris, 19 March 1889, 
to Mariano Ponce (in Rizal’s 
Correspondence with Fellow 
Reformists, 302); also see 308.
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is shown in his basic assumptions about evolution, hi-
erarchy, progress, modernity and history. In speaking 
for his people, he was not above countering the es-
sentialisations of Orientalism with his own essential-
ising of the virtues of the Malay race. Oriented to an 
enlightened Europe as the image of the future, Rizal 
saw the exemplars of this Europe in the colony (him-
self and the most ilustrado of Filipinos) as the leading 
element of change. He privileged the values of West-
ern science and literacy and, moved by the impulse 
to connect his people to the main streams of world 
civilisation, he neglected to attend more closely to 
the vital elements of an indigenous culture Spanish 
colonialism had not erased, or the people’s creative 
reinventions of their own colonial experience. 

Desiring to insert his country into a “universal” 
narrative of progress, Rizal did not push the idea of 
an “autonomous” history far enough. The argument 
of “lost mythologies” predisposed him to thinking in 
terms of modern, Western sources. Even Paterno and 
de los Reyes, who showed greater interest in religion 
and myth, could not quite escape (nor did they aspire 
to) the Judeo-Christian model in their study of reli-
gion. Theirs was a nationalist critique conditioned by 
the politics in which they were engaged, one that, at 
the time Rizal wrote, was still aimed at reform and 
assimilation rather than separation. Positioned as 
the “voice” of the people, they spoke to the West (and 
those among their people turned towards the West) 
and (even as they stressed their people’s individuali-
ty) accepted Europe’s macro-narrative of progress and 
modernity. They did not seek to reject “Europe” but to 
partake of her more fully. It was, given their place and 
moment, a perfectly licit desire. 

As in Pedro Paterno and even Isabelo de los Reyes, 
Rizal’s image of the nation remained inchoate, one 
that did not quite encompass Muslims, ethnic minor-
ities or the mass of the population beyond the pale of 
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Manila and the towns where the light of Europe had 
began, if tenuously, to shine. It is interesting that it 
was Blumentritt who had to suggest to Rizal the inclu-
sion of a section on “Races and Independent Regions” 
(referring to the Muslim sultanates and “independent 
tribes” like the Negritos) in the draft of the confer-
ence programme Rizal prepared for the Association 
Internationale des Philippinestes.75 We cannot howev-
er – standing where we see the nation now – wholly 
fault Rizal (or, for that matter, Paterno or de los Reyes) 
for a failure of imagination. Despite what the nation-
alists said about an “ancient nationality,” there was, 
after all, no inclusive, bounded realm that antedated 
colonialism and only awaited a nationalist restora-
tion. What the “flawed” nineteenth-century image of 
the nation simply shows is that, like the nation itself, 
Rizal was very much a work in progress. 

Despite his sympathies, Rizal remained a con-
sciousness set apart from his countrymen whom he 
imagined as “brutalised” by exploitation and poverty 
and benighted in the false consciousness of monastic 
indoctrination. Rizal in Dapitan is the figure not only 
of a prisoner of the state but an internal exile. Despite 
the passion with which he invoked “the native’s ex-
perience”, much of his knowledge of the country was 
bookish. A great part of his adult life was spent out-
side the country and he had never been farther south 
of Manila (if not for his exile) than his home province 
of Laguna. 

Mentally fastidious, he was highly deliberative and 
rarely gave expression to self-doubt. And perhaps it 
is to his novels that we have to turn to find or im-
agine, in the unbidden revelations of the form, Rizal 
confessing through Ibarra: “I was not brought up 
among the people and perhaps I do not know what 
they need”.76 When revolutionary hostilities broke out 
in the waning days of August 1896, he was in a fog 
not only because he was kept incommunicado on a 

75 Rizal, London, 6 February 
1889 (in Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, II:1, 237).

76 José Rizal, Noli Me Tángere, 
trans. L. Ma. Guerrero (Hong 
Kong: Longman, 1961), 314.
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Spanish cruiser off Cavite, but because he could not 
quite imagine, except in the abstract, that revolutions 
do happen (and perhaps always do) in the most unfas-
tidious ways. 

At the same time, Europe never completely claimed 
Rizal. (And though this is another story, neither did 
the “Europe” Rizal mediated enter Philippine colo-
nial space unchanged).77 Rizal positioned himself in 
the divide between European Orientalism and the 
“Orient” that was the Philippines. He used European 
Orientalist writing and, by selective appropriation 
and re-articulation, used the words of the Europeans 
themselves to witness against them. He probed into 
the cracks of “Europe”, knowing Spain was not Ger-
many nor Germany, England, and deployed the ad-
vances of one as argument against the backwardness 
of the other. He adopted Orientalist ideas and meth-
ods to create his own counter-history, using the tools 
of comparatism to “prove” the priority, coherence and 
comprehensibility of Filipino culture, or the theory of 
evolution to explain that a “high” ancient culture had 
degenerated because of a retrograde colonialism. He 
invoked “the fatal laws of History” to tell his people 
(and the Spaniards) that colonialism was doomed. He 
took his in-between location, knowing both worlds, to 
create his own distinctive authority. 

Rizal was the sojourner who never stayed put in 
one place but never lost sight of home, an imagined 
Filipinas, as his point of reference. His personal and 
intellectual itinerary remained complex even in his 
final years: barred from his own country, he consid-
ered going to Borneo; exiled in his own country, he 
elected to go to Cuba. Even then, it may all have been 
another prelude to another return – if his execution 
had not intervened. 

And then we must not forget that though he seemed 
so old (something he often said of himself), José Rizal 
was, when he stood in the Luneta that fateful morn-
ing, only thirty-five years old.*†

* This was written during a 
sojourn as Visiting Fellow at 
the Center for Southeast Asian 
Studies in Kyoto University 
(June-December 2000). I wish 
to thank the excellent staff and 
librarians of the Centre.  
 
† It was first published in 
Waiting for Mariang Makiling: 
Essays in Philippine Cultural History 
(Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila 
University Press, 2002)

77 See Reynaldo C. Ileto, 
“Rizal and the Underside  
of Philippine History”, Moral 
Order and the Question of Change: 
Essays on Southeast Asian Thought,  
ed. D. K. Wyatt and A. Woodside 
(New Haven: Yale University 
Southeast Asia Studies, 1982), 
274–337.
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Constellation

The words nation, comparison and spectre are a lumi-
nous constellation in the firmament of intellectual 
work in history, political science, cultural studies and 
critical theory, well beyond the Euro-American world. 
Together the terms could, and have been, imagined – 
imagine itself another incandescent term belonging to 
this cluster – as constitutive of high level integration 
of complex data in the social sciences. The constel-
lation has preserved its shine since the eminent his-
torian and polyglot Benedict Anderson detected and 
articulated their value in his study of nationalism as a 
much more powerful ideological force and historical 
reality than previously appreciated within the Marx-
ist tradition to which he belonged. 

I have to remark the privileged status accorded this 
constellation in the study of nation, not only because 
the critic’s work has better results when no received 
term is left as a matter of course. But I also need to 
state the obvious, to address its use as the title of the 
Philippine exhibition at the 2017 Venice Biennale. The 
lexical pedigree is mobilised to convey to contempo-
rary art something of the still potent, still malleable 
cultural capital of Asia’s first anti-colonial revolution. 
The phrase is astutely deployed. A quotation from the 
novel Noli Me Tángere, written by another, earlier pol-
yglot, the physician José Rizal, officially the national 
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hero and hence secular saint – indeed a literally dei-
fied figure to some Filipinos1 – will bring up the na-
tional along an august register. As every child learns 
in Philippine schools, Rizal was executed in 1886 by 
firing squad at nearly the very end of the Spanish Em-
pire, for the force of his critique of colonial excess. 
Written in late nineteenth century Spanish, el demonio 
de las comparaciones comes into political and cultural 
analysis today through Anderson’s perspicacious iso-
lation of the phrase from the thousands of lines of the 
Noli, as verily the conceptual space in which nations 
are born. 

Such singularity formed around a few words is unu-
sual. A dense field of literary and political coordinates 
surround the phrase, almost as though synaptic links. 
The theme of mobility alone represents an abundance 
of connective tissue, so to speak, with other themes of 
the globally burgeoning scholarship of nation: spatial-
ised cognition creating the human as bourgeois; trans-
lation as both slippage zone and crucible of meaning 
and time conceivable as kinds of space. These forms 
of knowing and becoming are inadvertently cited in 
popular literature whenever Rizal’s peripatetic life is 
summoned up to applaud a cosmopolitan self-making.

Filipinos who understand themselves as educado are 
given to intoning a litany that includes information 
that he finished his education in medicine in Ma-
drid, where he also studied painting and sculpture; 
wrote the incendiary books in Germany and Belgium; 
learned his specialisation in ophthalmology in France 
and Germany; subsequently set up an eye clinic in 
Hong Kong; produced propaganda in Barcelona in a 
milieu of rebels and anarchists; translated William 
Tell and the stories of Hans Christian Andersen in 
Leipzig; finally met his father-figure and long-time 
correspondent Ferdinand Blumentritt in Leitmeritz; 
annotated a sixteenth century book on the Philippines 
in London for a year; became a Master of a Masonic 
lodge in Paris; and did his turn as a nineteenth centu-

1 José Rizal is deified by 
millenarian groups holding to 
the structures of an animism 
whose form may have preceded 
the Spanish colonial period, 
even if the practice of this 
faith involves myriad Christian 
motifs.
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ry tourist, with the requisite gentility, thoughtfulness 
and grace, in Yokohama, San Francisco, Florence, Mi-
lan and, of course, Venice. A comparative imagination 
would have indeed been obtained in extreme form. 

Anderson picks up the spectral as the nature of the 
experience of comparison. Bi-location, not as conceit 
but as habit of mind – even a form of consciousness 
itself – is correctly described as a bedevilling condi-
tion. One is one’s own ghost; the self is as though a 
shade in a constant doubling. In Rizal’s case, copious 
letters and journal entries 2 record a consciousness be-
ing modelled while hurtling through space; a travel 
in turns careening, meditative and stimulus-driven, 
that was also, always, a paradoxically simultaneous 
backward/forward “motion” involving multiple sites 
and times of life. The spectral quality is inherent in 
the simultaneity produced by this imagination. It was 
Rizal’s phantasmic personal circumstances in the late 
nineteenth century that in due course made him, for 
Anderson the distinguished twentieth-century writer 
on the origins of nation, the embodiment par excel‑
lence of the moment of arrival in Asia of the subjectiv-
ity productive of nation. 

With the caveat that such physical and metaphysi-
cal mobility is only one of many other dimensions of 
the discursive singularity that is folded into any cur-
rent re-inscription of the constellation of ideas and 
associations in and around The Spectre of Comparison 
(translation is certainly another dense field of corre-
lations that cannot be attended to in this essay), it is 
possible to address the question begged by the Philip-
pine exhibition donning this title, indeed like a man-
tle, at the 2017 Venice Biennale. Can the relay from 
late nineteenth-century nationalist aspiration to late 
twentieth-century aspirations for global validation of 
nationhood usefully peregrinate through art? Put an-
other way: might the distinguished, haunted, haunt-
ing modernity of Rizal be cited productively in and by 
Philippine contemporary art? 

2 José Rizal’s extant 
handwritten material numbers 
nearly a thousand letters, 
manuscripts, journal entries, 
poetry, surveyor’s notes and 
drawings. These are deposited 
at a vault of the National Library 
of the Philippines and in private 
holdings.
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Ambivalence

Mine is not an ambivalent response, but it requires a 
detour into ambivalence. 

The spectral, ghostly or bedevilling is eminently 
apropos an imagined social space that is understood 
to have emerged from Enlightenment Rationalism, 
but which, nevertheless, conveys into the present and 
the future more than merely residual irrational, an-
ti-rational, religious, tribal, feudal, atavistic and other 
non-modern concepts of how life is to be lived. The 
philosopher Homi Bhabha, 3 particularly with refer-
ence to his reading of political theorist Tom Nairn,4 

remains a reliable guide in inspecting the wobbly 
moorings of nationhood. Nearly two decades after the 
1990 volume he edited and titled Nation and Narration, 
Bhabha’s deployment of the metaphor of Janus pre-
serves its probative value with regard to the bi- and 
multi-directionality of the ideological energies im-
pacting communities called nations. 

Describing the nation (and he specified the Western 
nation) as inherently doble cara and hence unstable 
and precariously fabricated, Bhabha’s exegesis in his 
introduction to this book foregrounds the theoretical 
value of recognising the ambivalence pervading this 
imagined community. “What I want to emphasise in 
that large and liminal image of the nation…is a par-
ticular ambivalence that haunts the idea of nation, 
the language of those who write of it and the lives of 
those who live it”. Carrying forward Anderson’s leit-
motif of haunting, Bhabha describes a phenomenolo-
gy built on shift and slide. “It is an ambivalence that 
emerges from a growing awareness that, despite the 
certainty with which historians speak of the ‘origins’ 
of nation as a sign of the ‘modernity’ of society, the 
cultural temporality of the nation inscribes a much 
more transitional social reality”.

3 Homi Bhabha (ed.), Nation and 
Narration, (London: Routledge, 
1990). 

4 Tom Nairn, “The Modern 
Janus”, in New Left Review, (I/94, 
November–December 1975).
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In the case of the Philippines, Asia’s first republic, 
equilibrium among archaic, colonial and modern con-
cepts of society has never been possible to assume for 
any length of time for any given province, region, or 
town. 

In the case of the Philippines at exactly the time 
of this writing, a sensational eruption is occurring, 
revealing the humongous scale of the chasms among 
Filipinos of republican, anarchic, fundamentalist re-
ligious, millenarian, village-centric, pack-like and 
other persuasions – most of which are, to use a term 
Bhabha found useful – hybrid. 5 It is a wonder how peo-
ples of such extremes of political passion could have 
lived in parallel universes for more than a century in 
one place, archipelagic as it may be. 

And without making the Philippines a mere, impres-
sive example of a Bhabha theorem (the United States 
is a similarly spectacular illustration at present), there 
may be value in gripping the corm of contemporary 
phenomenologies of nation, rather than clutching at 
the bizarre coils and strands of current events. Filipi-
nos, for example, have long seized on quasi-explana-
tions for an impressive failure to achieve a coherent 
national culture or philosophy; have long whined, as 
though it were the collective pastime that ironically 
enough binds all to each other, about the lack of a 
viable social formation that can confidently be recog-
nised as the national body politic. In these paroxysms 
of self-doubt, what remains undetected is the ambiv-
alence at the heart of the modern notion itself of na-
tion. 

But perhaps not for long. The election of the cur-
rent grotesque Head of State 6 exceeds the capacity of 
the habitual bellyaching to provide respite or com-
fort, much less illumination, to Filipinos flummoxed 
by the Philippines. The substantial popular approval 
for the on-going violent demolition runs against in-
stitutions shaped in the Philippines in the likeness 

5 See, among other works, 
Homi Bhabha, Edward Said 
Continuing the Conversation, co-ed. 
with W. J. T. Mitchell (originally 
an issue of Critical Inquiry, 2005).

6 Rodrigo Roa Duterte was 
elected to the Presidency of the 
Philippines on July 2016. He 
ran on an immoderate populist 
platform that promised killings 
by the thousands, a promise 
that he is redeeming daily in 
his non-metaphoric war against 
a drug-dependent population 
he has hugely demonised. Eight 
months into his six-year term, 
more than 8,000 – mostly dirt 
poor – individuals, including 
children as collateral damage, 
have been killed in relation 
to this Duterte purge of the 
“drug menace”. His methods 
are endorsed by millions of 
Filipinos. The endorsement 
has confounded the millions of 
others who have assumed the 
existence of a democratic state. 
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of Jeffersonian democracy – however modulated by 
a Roman Catholic Church institutionally committed 
to perpetually trying to resolve the contradictions be-
tween its Spanish Medieval heritage and the equally 
strong Liberation Theology within it – can only find 
partial and provisional explanation in profound cul-
tural difference, or in analyses of new technologies 
for gaming elections, or in the malfunction of educa-
tion, or in the vulnerability to orgies of destruction 
of any society with a significant percentage who are 
impoverished. Absent any satisfactory explanation, 
and it should become self-evident that the dna itself 
of “nation” accounts for much.

The President of the Philippines today is precisely 
the location of the Philippine nation as ambivalent 
and Janus-faced. Democracy facilitated his rise and 
cements his ascendance. (Comparisons with Hugo 
Chavez, Adolf Hitler, and Donald Trump are rife. The 
same observation can indeed be made about pop-
ulism as democracy’s proclivity towards the irration-
al. But the differences among these men and among 
the separate dynamics of their emergence are equal-
ly striking. The political analysts will not, I daresay, 
indulge the temptation to universalise these political 
developments). The extraordinary social costs will in 
due course include the mangling of the national im-
agination by the proximity to quotidian life of brutal 
killings demanded by a Head of State. This is appar-
ently conceivable within the idea of nation. This has 
happened before, each time sui generis: every Pol Pot 
is different, in the statistical picture; in the method-
ologies of demonisation and dehumanisation of the 
victims. It is happening elsewhere, other than in the 
Philippines; everywhere a one-off. 

Only observation may be universal: what may be 
thought and what might justifiably claim a large 
space in the imagined community, only solidifies 
nebulously as action, organisation and creed. Creed, 
especially, tends to be erratic, in the Philippines and 
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elsewhere. While one face of Janus may dominate at 
one time, the other indeterminate face co-constitutes 
the whole. That indeterminacy that suffuses nation 
may be a permissible generalisation at present. 

Today

I leave Bhabha and the period of his ascendance as 
a thinker in the late twentieth century, as my early 
twenty-first century living situation in the Philippines 
feels like the explosive terminus of the volatility im-
manent in nationhood. It is not only the citizen who is 
roused into allowing a secular and modern nation – in 
both its concrete and transcendent realisation – to ex-
pose itself in a paradoxically tensile relation to its own 
virtual recoil from secularism and modernity. It is the 
particular character of 2016 and 2017 to drain away 
any solace from indulging a perhaps too cosy vision 
of pendulum swings from progress to reaction and 
back again. Secularism and modernity materialises 
the uncanny ability to think often-inharmonious ide-
as simultaneously, but today it should occur to us that 
the pendulum may not swing back and forth forever. 

The Mad Max projection I am summoning is 
un-Christian, non-Christian, un-Islamic, non-Islam-
ic, indeed anti-animism. I am trying to think a space 
outside the merely berserk: beyond the verity that 
Filipinos can well cut-and-paste Rizal, Duterte and all 
other extreme and subtle figures of history together 
to make a national picture; contrive a mélange with 
martyr and executioner bookending a century of the 
democratic project; perform a Grand Guignol shift to 
the sign of the executioner; and still call this com-
munity a nation. But beyond all this inflorescence of 
Bhabha’s ambiguous community, is an intimation and 
ominous portent: Rizal’s Enlightenment nation may 
or may not be restored as zeitgeist of the next season, 
even if only transitorily again; as happened in Ger-
many after Hitler. The ambivalence may no longer be 
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a source of theoretical potency – nor popular hope – 
after this year. 

While the Duterte juggernaut superbly exhibits na-
tion as ambivalent sign – and while, furthermore, the 
imagination that holds often diachronic notions syn-
chronically, without obligation on the part of either 
citizen or leader to achieve synthesis, simply turns 
on a common will to dynamic relations – dynamic 
ambivalence is not a steady state. Safe to assume it 
does not last beyond a few centuries. A similar por-
tent communicates through the sheer magnitude of 
the recent pivot, in many parts of the world, from the 
emancipatory discourses and libertarian activism of 
the latter half of the twentieth century. Now, Bhab-
ha’s is dated writing for having been after all confined 
to the universe of progressive actors, as have been 
his peers, few of whom theorised such irruptions of 
ghastly iconoclasms that make for the new normal 
in the second decade of the twenty-first century. Pun-
dits so-called, filling the vacuum left by philosophers, 
quote quasi-critical traditions built for earlier times 
and pursue not much more than modest success in 
skirmishes played out hugely on social media. 

Imagination eludes scrutiny under these circum-
stances. The shock of change only creates lacunae 
(closed spaces for playing out indifference to rupture) 
and trauma (closed spaces for regurgitating pain). Nei-
ther consequence facilitates the views from outside 
hermetically sealed enclosures, that will reveal the 
anatomy of whatever imagination is being unleashed. 
The impetus to nevertheless do so – to now think the 
post-life of the comparative imagination, what has 
been the sine qua non of nation – would have to be ex-
pressed in another order of activism. Even without an 
overt political agenda, it remains a matter of great 
curiosity whether or not the indeterminacy of nation 
and the comparative imagination that it contrives, 
has arrived at the flick of a switch (that Complexity 
scientists use as a metaphor) to produce change on the 
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order of climate change. Concerning the Philippines 
in particular I believe the transformations created by 
the recent melodramatic and brutal events, are likely 
to have a grimmer outcome than upending genteel 
notions of nation.

Torsion

My suppositions are inspired by the coincidence of a 
Philippine presentation of itself at the Venice Biennale 
on one hand and on the other, the dynamic of a nation 
metamorphosing into its own abominable other. The 
parallel universes seem to play out at different speeds 
within the lacuna where indifference to rupture can 
be feigned. Still, where these parallel universes may 
more accurately be thought to co-exist – eerily – is 
in rupture itself, to intone the rich Foucauldian term. 
Within that fissure zone, it is no longer enough nor in 
fact possible to merely detect Janus in motion. There 
is something extravagant in the Philippines seeking 
validation at the Venice Biennale (only the second 
edition “after an absence of 50 years”, it is happily 
pointed out) while all philosophical, political and so-
cial agenda represented by the art of the twenty-first 
century in Venice is being trashed in the Philippines. 
The occasion merits extravagant speculation. 

But it also warrants qualifications of a chary nature. 
Producing the show for a milieu designed for critical 
inquiry is an exercise of confidence on the part of gov-
ernment. Too, producing the show, second edition – 
no matter the state the State has slipped into – for 
a rarefied platform that stages institutional critiques, 
is a matter of cogs-of-bureaucracy independence from 
art’s progressive purpose. I have critiqued that vaunt-
ed purpose and the international art events, notably 
the biennale exhibitions that purport them. 7 It is 
hence with no great faith in art’s ability to speak to 
power that I hope it nevertheless continues to try to 
do so, not the least its critics’ obligation to identify the 

7 See, among others, Marian 
Pastor Roces, “Crystal Palace 
Exhibitions,” in Over Here, 
Gerardo Mosquera and Jean 
Fisher, eds. (Massachusetts: MIT 
Press, 2000), and "An Anthology 
on Large-Scale Perennial 
Exhibitions of Contemporary 
Art", in The Biennale Reader,  
Elena Filipovic, Marieke van 
Hal and Solveig Øvstebø, eds. 
(Stockholm: Bergen Kunsthalle 
and Hatje Cantz 2006).
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locations where criticism – in artwork and in its atten-
dant writing – sinks into the machineries of institu-
tions that only appear to give stability to the national 
and the international, and to art’s refined iconoclasms 
effective. Lost in these appearances, critical projects 
fail. Emancipatory ideas are overwhelmed everyday 
by the sheer torpor of feedback loops in most systems 
everywhere on the planet. 

For which reason, outcomes are counter-intuitive. 
The political turmoil troubling the Philippines right 
now is the size of a maelstrom and should register 
in art making and its staging. That it could not have 
had an impact on the order of business towards ac-
complishing the Philippines’ 2017 Venice Biennale 
event – and certainly not on its final form – perturbs 
no one. Uni-directionality, a species of inertia, is set 
in the hum of pre-ordained preparation; in the para-
lysing puzzlement about the direction of the winds of 
change; in the State’s centre of gravity (scored by forc-
es of extreme reaction); and in the art aristocracy’s 
advance investments on the glamour of it all. Things 
move on their own, the biennale there, the nation 
wherever it is. Yet the two trajectories are linked by 
an unlikely hook: the critical imperative. That which 
is the common coin of the biennale circuit, and that 
which is demanded by a nation under duress. 

All involved are hooked to the irony. The artists are 
polished interlocutors of "nation", chosen by a curator 
familiar with the location of art’s true contemporary 
spirit in critical thinking. Each knows that while they 
are a priori caught in the project of staging the Phil-
ippine nation, the history and internal conventions 
of the Venice Biennale requires and claims their in-
terrogative skills. Hence they must be themselves, 
standing apart from the nation with which they have, 
in any case, an ambivalent relationship. Like all the 
rest, the artists were chosen for a kind of dexterity, 
moving ably as they do between being subject to ob-
ject, playing and played in the biennale circuit. They 
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are collaborating with a curator who, like all curators 
working both local and international ecosystems, is 
familiar with the incongruous minutiae in traffick-
ing in rarefied talents across these systems; but also 
the spectrum of possibilities for all manner and cal-
ibrated degrees of true and possibly critical engage-
ment with the nation by dramaturgy. The whole thing 
twists around itself considerably. The biennale exhibi-
tion as institution stages the torsion itself. The Venice 
Biennale in particular, where nations are the units of 
presentation, displays – apart from art, intimated by 
the art – the contradictions and complicities between 
and among nation, artist, officialdom, the bureaucra-
cy and indeed the writers.

The torsion stores an immanent energy that makes 
for spectacular showings, that includes what remains 
unseen. Violent politics for example in the home 
country. In the overall scheme of things, meta-critical 
examination of all those contradictions and complici-
ties is foreclosed by the display of the capacity to med-
itate on the human condition in the countries of birth 
endeavouring the presentations. I have said elsewhere 
that such is the nature of the beast.8 The Venice Bi-
ennale has survived for a hundred or so years, the ar-
chetypal biennale which was itself born amidst the 
incongruities inherent in the effort to define the mod-
ern Italian nation to itself and the world through a 
periodic cultural event.9 A century later, the event has 
shored up cultural capital so vast, it automatically ap-
propriates unto itself all critical views of its editions. 
“Currently, their considerable entrenchment in the 
culture industry is such that expressions of dissent 
and derision are anticipated in their reception with 
passive bemusement and expectation…” observes 
one critic, Jeanne Tang, who nevertheless undertook 
to “focus on the role of critical praxis in exhibiting 
and art-making, and how the tools of critique – so-
cio-political art practice, self-reflexive commitments 
to inclusiveness and difference, articulations of art’s 

8 Marian Pastor Roces, Biennales 
and Biology, unpublished 
manuscript, public lecture at 
the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Manila, sponsored by the 
Power Institute (University of 
Sydney, 2004). 

9 See, among others: Shearer 
West, “National Desires and 
Regional Realities, 1895 – 1914”, 
Art History (Vol. 18, No. 3, 
September 1995), 404-434. 
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discursive and symbolic field – might be mobilised to 
challenge or authorise existing relations of power.” 10

I take a contrary view to Tang among others, in this 
essay’s inclination towards description of foreclosure. 
While indeed, as Tang says, “Biennials are easy tar-
gets for criticism and satire…”, I will have to maintain 
that these events are in large measure impervious to 
institutional criticism because they trade in criticism. 
But more importantly, the sealed-off character of this 
and similar events facilitates indifference to the in-
congruities between art’s ambitions and the human 
condition. The nature of the beast would have pre-
vailed, should the savage politics of this time in the 
Philippines – coiled-spring writ large – in due course 
consign this year’s performance of art-and-nation in 
Venice’s inter-nation fête, to the archive of effete en-
deavours. 

Comparison

Still, the dénouement of the exhibition for the 2017 
Venice Art Biennale will also issue from its topic and 
title. Taking up the comparative imagination across a 
century rouses a relentless dynamic. The comparative 
imagination is inexorable. 

Once it becomes the human being, it can be sav-
age. It will be the exhibition’s claims to a critical 
tack that will be compared to criticism of murderous 
power abroad in the land at the same time. I daresay 
the comparison will not be judgemental even if unre-
strained. It will, rather, be Rizalian, apropos his own 
demon of comparisons: one cannot think one without 
the self-summoning other. 

The No Exit condition I describe does affect a Sar-
trean imaginary. I also see Franz Kafka and Eugène 
Ionesco in my mind’s eye. Sculptures in Corten steel 
by Richard Serra, scary expressions of compression 
and torsion, of magnificent solidity and precarious-
ness, have been guiding my attempts at description. 

10 Jeanne Tang, “Of Biennials 
and Biennialists: Venice, 
Documenta, Münster”, in Theory, 
Culture & Society 2007 (sage, Los 
Angeles, London, New Delhi, 
and Singapore), (Vol. 24, 7-8), 
247-260.
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Images come to mind unbidden. In thinking nation as 
a kind of consciousness, the cosmopolitan penchant 
for cross-referencing across experiences in different 
times and places kicks in extravagantly. A demon, 
Rizal wrote. Reading him today, self as spectral also 
comes into sight. The principal in his fin de siècle novel 
Noli, one Crisostomo Ibarra, appears to double for the 
author in simultaneously exercising and experiencing 
a double vision of local and global, a century ago in a 
Manila garden, conjuring a Berlin garden. The here-
and-now is inconceivable and incomplete without the 
spontaneous apparition of elsewhere. Both author and 
his proxy recognise the political tonalities of their 
time through a doppelgänger experience. 

This is the wiring (to use a current metaphor) that 
curator Joselina Cruz thinks the artists Manuel Oc-
ampo and Lani Maestro possess, Rizalian in breadth 
and perhaps similarly borne with melancholic pas-
sion. She encourages comparison between these nine-
teenth- and twentieth -century cosmopolitans, point-
ing to an analogous double vision that suspends them 
in a space neither exactly here nor exactly there. She 
offers that the will to art in a life of travel – that for 
them constitutes nation through a deep sense of else-
where and indeed everywhere – supports the com-
parison. Natives and foreigners at once, they are al-
ienated and at home, or always-temporarily at home 
in a Philippines experienced as the alienated space 
of travel. Art (to further compare) seems to be the 
containment of nation for them: responding to the 
Philippines from a distance that never can quite exist 
radically, but that can never be breached nor bridged. 

In art, travel and acts to conjure nationhood, dis-
tance is equally spatial and temporal. Recall again 
that it was in Rizal’s late nineteenth century that the 
comparative imagination fully emerged as a domi-
nant aspect of bourgeois subjectivity. It was a cen-
tury later, in the late twentieth century, that it was 
possible to even describe such an imagination and its 
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confounding shape. Anderson led a relay of thinkers 
that after him included Bhabha. And it is today, in 
the early twenty-first century, that Rizal’s Philippines 
reoccupies that place in the distance, in a return to 
the nineteenth century as embryonic of a future for 
a country that today has provisionally set aside both 
its links to the Enlightenment through Rizal and to 
a local moral universe, that I regretfully cannot take 
up in this essay. 

These and other lines of comparison are of course 
facilitated by privilege. Even an authentic sense of 
déraciné may be snobbishness. Travel, formative of this 
self that hovers, too, between authenticity and pre-
tense, is a complicated gift even to those, today, who 
travel to flee horrible fates (to meet other horrible 
fates). Sometimes, when enfolded into art production, 
travel and its companion, the spectre of comparisons, 
risk producing sheer artifice. Rizal managed this risk 
well, as all his interlocutors will aver until the inev-
itable time comes when deconstructive work on the 
hero’s oeuvre is endeavoured. The Noli and its sequel, 
the more incendiary El Filibusterismo have been well 
regarded for more than a century within the body 
of late nineteenth-century literature in Spanish. But 
such quality in art could have been a matter of indif-
ference, if not for Rizal’s embrace of death in a time of 
political turmoil, for the position he took – the paci-
fist critic, not of the entirety of imperialism, but only 
of its abusive medievalisms – which appears today to 
be an exact projection of the ambivalence at the heart 
of a nation at the moment of its emergence. 

The last time Filipino artists risked death for po-
litical positions was during the Martial Law regime 
of the thieving authoritarian Ferdinand Marcos. The 
murdered were young, notably the poet Emman Laca-
ba, well before he could have done major travelling. 
The nation they loved in the 1970s was unequivocal: 
it brooked no ambivalence. The Cold War operated to 
drain both activism and reaction of nuance. The activ-
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ists responded by making life or death decisions. The 
analysis of their art in relation to political philosophy 
and the comparative imagination is still awaited. As 
for the politically-engaged art of the last decades of 
the twentieth century, death was not available as a 
protagonist in their lives. Death is not available as a 
protagonist in the lives of the politically-engaged Oc-
ampo and Maestro being presented at the 2017 Venice 
Art Biennale. 

Constructing a presentation that encompasses, on 
the one hand, Rizal’s comparative imagination as he 
travelled, and on the other, artists working today, 
travelling in a somewhat nineteenth-century jour-
ney in search of self and position in the scheme of 
things, their comparative imagination nourished by 
art, invites, occasions – verily demands – comparison 
of what is at stake at either side of the century. Then 
and now are equally seasons of tumult. 

Comparison with Rizal’s travel through the up-
heavals of his time will have an inherent bias against 
artists whose travel and personal demonio travelling 
companion keep them at a remove from corporeal 
end-games. While dying for political principle is not a 
unitary idea (Rizal’s and Lacaba’s deaths are absorbed 
into vastly different discourses), the comparison the 
2017 Venice Biennale Philippine exhibition submits 
to a global audience, brings up in extremis narratives. 
Such narratives tend to operatic assertions which 
overwhelm the subtle fields worked by artists like 
Maestro, for example, or the deliberately in-your-face, 
serrated fields worked by artists like Ocampo, who 
will not style roughness as manifesto. Like the artists 
she chose, curator Cruz is not given to the blatant or 
strident assertion. She did not set out to deal in the 
upheaval histories that are the stock-in-trade in these 
world exhibitions. But in electing to work with refer-
ence to political history of such august pedigree and 
global import, the spectre of comparisons will privi-
lege death.
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Price

El demonio inhabits the spectacle-making machinery 
of international art events, where exotically bad poli-
tics are as much common currency as were the weird 
tropical plants in the nineteenth-century expositions. 
Weird politics on display in this and other biennial 
art events shore up the trope hallowing art as avant 
of political and intellectual formations everywhere. El 
demonio lives in Filipino elite ideas of nation as civi-
lised; in the construction of the Philippine participa-
tion as arrival, yet again, in civilised precincts. This 
ambition possessed Rizal and cohorts a century ago. It 
is impossible to avoid the hallucinatory power of that 
ambition suffusing the exercise in Venice this year. El 
demonio resides tempestuously in the nation celebrat-
ed in Venice where that self-same nation’s griefs are 
made inaudible by sheer physical distance. By itself, 
even if no one listens, the tempestuous demon com-
pares obdurately, interminably: its doble vista takes in 
a nation whose feisty tradition of freedom of expres-
sion is the current object of a wrecking ball made of 
the same freedom of expression, colonised now by 
deceit and lies. Comparisons ping hither/thither be-
tween the Philippines in its Venice staging and the 
Philippines of its back streets where discursive strate-
gies – demagoguery – have material impact on bodies 
addressed by bullets. 

This demon will exact a price on the people who 
call its name. The price is the answer to the question 
I tendered at the start, about art’s power to tap into 
the past productively. Which can only be, after the 
trajectory of meditation suggested by the Philippine 
exhibition at the 2017 Venice Biennale: art is worth 
a reckoning in history, if it matches the history it de-
ploys for its purposes, with wagers unto the death. 
Death in its manifold metaphoric and concrete regis-
ters seems to me the prerequisite to art’s assumption 
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of the privilege to arrogate memory or have inventive 
license with the past. If art aspires to or assumes the 
god-like status of having history available to its de-
signs, it needs to exercise a god-like parity. Moreover, 
death, which may or may not be necessary to consum-
mate – but as in historical process, set in place as a 
clear possibility – represents the willingness to hon-
our the dead who paid dearly for ideas. This obligatory 
death, installed in the horizon of thought and action, 
restores art’s ability to resist forces that trivialise it. 

Quickly, however, I add that this price to pay is 
not analogous to the Romantic heroic pose, which 
contrives soft-bellied redemptive outcomes. Rizal, to 
begin with, did not subscribe to redemptive tropes. 
Neither am I referring to the intersections between 
art and history that have in any case been ubiquitous 
everywhere. Art has, of course, illustrated history. It 
has contested specific interpretative trajectories. It 
has given materiality to history’s texts and offered 
ways of rethinking old thoughts, so that decrepit his-
torical constructions might be retro-fitted or replaced 
with new structure. Art has on occasion illumined 
history – for example, when Ai Weiwei broke what 
looked like incredibly expensive porcelain in an act 
that compels attention to the excessive grandeur and 
value of a certain class of Chinese Imperial cultural 
material in China’s contemporary (not ancient) life.11 
Which may be a similar moment of illumination to 
that contrived by Damien Hirst in his tableau of a ti-
ger shark in a tank of formaldehyde, 12 for the delecta-
tion and setting up to exposure of the avarice of the 
global art mandarin set. History is vivisected and laid 
bare in these death masks: shards of ultimate objets 
d’arts. Heroic posturing is irrelevant and unnecessary 
in even these monumental critiques of the specific 
national histories of China and the United Kingdom. 

In hanging a curatorial plan for a big show on 
Rizal’s demon of comparisons, it is understood that 
the demon will not be domesticated to the purposes of 

11 Ai Weiwei, Dropping a Han 
Dynasty Urn, photographs 
belonging to a private collector. 

12 Damien Hirst, The Physical 
Impossibility of Death in the Mind of 
Someone Living, 1991. 
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art. The demon will not be confined to the exhibition 
space. It will be unbridled, and, among other probabil-
ities, set up Rizal yet again as a bar for Filipino artists; 
cause contrasts to be measured to figure the variable 
purposes of art; ignite curiosity about criticism of 
State, then and now; serve up juxtapositions of Manila 
and Venice (that may not serve those who think “the 
global stage” is only occupied in costumed livery, so 
to speak); propose verisimilitudes among the travel-
lers in the exhibition; bring up a mirror to reflect art 
to government and vice-versa; figure an analogy be-
tween deaths on both bracket ends framing a century 
of nationhood. The demon will raise up Rizal’s spirit 
and suspend it amidst these possible comparisons, but 
hold it in abeyance, absent a corresponding event. 

The demon will compare art and propaganda, this 
latter word having been used to describe Rizal’s Noli 
and Fili for offering up colonial excess for the literary 
delectation of populations speaking the colonial lan-
guage, and hence, too, solicit interest in what man-
ner of propaganda the presentations of nation are at 
the Venice Biennale. This demonic presence will also 
thus compare, on the one hand, the current perfor-
mance of the decorous participant country presenting 
critically-engaged art that does not venture near the 
simultaneously occurring war-on-drugs murders tak-
ing place in the Philippines’ slums; and on the other 
hand, art that remains silent for reasons that could be 
radical, with a secret itinerary. Both itineraries move 
in the direction of art as spectre. 

Daemon

Rizal’s term was el demonio. Anderson’s rendering of 
the word as spectre inflects Rizal’s phrase towards 
phantom, ghost and shadow, instead of demon, pre-
serving the aura of haunting. The demon in English 
would not have haunted; but rather have tormented, 
coerced or frightened. Anderson figured Rizal well in 
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that Rizal wrote Crisostomo Ibarra relishing his cos-
mopolitan, binocular consciousness of then-and-there 
and here-and-now. The Philippine nation that came 
into sight in that doubling, obtained an attitude of 
bourgeois delight from the French flâneur and his per-
egrinations through Haussman’s boulevards of post- 
Napoleonic Paris, and an aesthetic solemnity from 
the happy walks Unter den Linden in Berlin, enjoyed 
by German anthropologists, physicians, and pastors 
of august Protestant lineages. Surely, if in fact (or in 
spirit) Rizal imagined the nation comparatively, then, 
as Ibarra experienced it, and Anderson underscored 
it, Berlin is Manila and Manila is Berlin. 

Neither Rizal nor Anderson deployed el demonio to 
think about art, nevertheless the spectre of compar-
isons resides wildly in the psyche of contemporary 
artists on the move all over the place. There is, fur-
thermore, a particularly aesthetic cast to el demonio. 
Rizal’s novelistic devices are poetic, and, in fact, An-
derson writing about the operations, indeed pere-
grinations, of the imagination in the distribution of 
power in societies, resembles literary criticism. The 
liberty I take in aestheticising institutional criticism 
borrows from a particularly Rizalian proclivity: to 
select words with hidden humorous undertow. Rizal 
was more than slightly comical, as Ibarra was, with el 
demonio. It certainly brings back Spanish curses from 
a dimly remembered afterglow of that empire. But it 
is not the cuss that is attractive now. It is, rather, that 
the nineteenth-century Spanish of Rizal, el demonio de 
las comparaciones preserves a closeness to the Classical 
daemon, the spirit that possesses a being; that directs 
the unfolding of self. 

In its other rendering as the creature between hu-
mans and their apex godhead, Filipinos might find 
a substantially analogous figure in saints, diwata or 
anito. But either as this intercessor and medium, or 
the essence of the internal life that the Filipinos’ fore-
bears may recognise in the word nawâ, or the muse, 
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guardian spirit, guiding force that may not have an 
exact equivalent in local languages except possible 
for diwà or budhî, daemon is unequivocal. This daemon 
is of course also demonic in its associations with be-
witchment and possession, specifically as remobilised 
in the nineteenth century. It overwhelms reason (it 
preceded Reason in Western philosophy), instinct (it 
preceded psychoanalytic ideas by three millennia at 
least), and soul stuff (it is antecedent to the world’s 
monotheisms). Hence if rearticulated or repurposed 
to respond to a contemporary art exhibition entitled 
The Spectre of Comparison, as the daemon instead of the 
demon that commands comparison, it leaps beyond 
haunting and madness (both, favourite ninteenth-cen-
tury bourgeois conceits). It travels to art.

It travels specifically to a Classical Europe whose 
art and culture had had little to do with the occur-
rence called las islas filipinas before the Age of Encoun-
ter four centuries before. Daemon is in this respect a 
ready-made mnemonic device for retrieving art’s age, 
beginning with the urgent recollection of art practice 
as an intra-referential, closed system in the Western 
world. Because there exists no equivalent word for 
art in any Austronesian, hence Philippine, language 
– none for a pseudo open, but in fact hermetic, sys-
tem – all art so-called, belongs to the West. This art 
was variously colonised by local cultures in the Phil-
ippines, as these cultures also colonised (to other 
writers, “indigenised”) Baroque Music; church archi-
tecture; the passion of the Christ; and a particular-
ly nineteenth-century Spanish taste for dark, smoky 
ritual. But, notwithstanding this bacteria-like energy 
from below, despite riveting local content, it is the 
West to which art continues to refer. It is this spectre 
of art as Western, which is most splendidly re-mate-
rialised every two years in the Venice Biennale and 
in its myriad copies. It preserves and regularly reani-
mates a daemon from Greece and Rome; revives a dae‑



125

The Spectre of Comparison

mon of Sophoclean death and aesthetic technologies of 
self-fashioned philosophical inquiry. 

The daemon inhabited Rizal, quite apart from his 
comical demonio de las comparaciones, in his unambigu-
ous embrace of death. It is this daemon, not the demon 
of comparisons, that consisted of his own spectre of 
art, which he did not disassociate from the way to die. 
His was not only a Western idea, it had a very deep tap-
root in that culture; and for thinking this way, Rizal 
will be alien to the Philippines, perhaps perpetually. 

This daemon, his daemon – his spectre of art – tanta-
lises. It seems to hold a promise of unhaunted space, 
outside the hermetically-sealed environment of art, 
where death, as Rizal found it, trumped closed sys-
tems. In taking recourse in an idea of such archaic 
depth, brought forward to the realm of immediacy by 
mortal wagers, I brace for a violent future in which 
such fabulae as the Venice Biennale will be obliged too, 
to consider death.
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Lani Maestro
No Pain Like This Body
2010/ 2017
Installation with ruby-red 
neon
140 x 61 cm each

Lani Maestro
these Hands
2017
Installation with blue 
neon
700 cm

Lani Maestro
meronmeron
2017 
Installation, wood benches
Variable dimensions

Manuel Ocampo
Torta Imperiales
2017
Oil and acrylic canvas
Two 600 x 400 cm paint-
ings, four panels each 
Courtesy of Nosbaum 
Reding Art Contemporain, 
Luxembourg; Galerie Nathalie 
Obadia, Paris; Galerie Baerbel 
Graesslin, Frankfurt
Tyler Rollins Fine Art, NY
The Drawing Room, Manila

Manuel Ocampo
Twelfth Station
1994
Oil, acrylic, collage  
on linen canvas
173 x 127 cm
Courtesy of Galerie Nathalie 
Obadia, Paris / Bruxelles

Manuel Ocampo 
Crème de la crème
1995 
Oil on canvas 
189,5 x 160,5 cm 
Collection Gilles et 
Marie‑Françoise Fuchs, Paris, 
Courtesy of Galerie Nathalie 
Obadia, Paris / Bruxelles

Manuel Ocampo
Cooks in the Kitchen
1993/1997
Oil on linen (diptych)
242,4 x 304,8 cm
Courtesy of archivo, 1984
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Artist and Author Biographies

Lani Maestro
 

Lani Maestro’s practice 
has been concerned 
with questions of our 
occupation of space: 
how space occupies us, 
as well as how our space 
is occupied with and by 
others. This direction is 
inevitably affiliated with 
our conceptions of home.

Maestro’s formally 
restrained work is almost 
elegantly classical in 
spite of the raw emotion 
sometimes embodied 
there. Many of Maestro’s 
works situate places 
within places as a means 
by which to have us 
travel in and out of the 
home, inside and outside 
space, hoping to erode 
binary opposition. In 
this sense we might 
describe Maestro’s work 
as architecture of the 
body, with the proviso 
that the effect of such 
works, which emphasise 
passage rather than 
permanence, ultimately 
erode architecture’s claim 
to authority.

Manuel Ocampo
 

Manuel Ocampo’s earlier 
paintings depict Filipino 
history and culture during 
the Spanish era often 
juxtaposed with religious 
symbols and western 
iconography. 

He has exhibited 
extensively throughout 
the 1990s, with solo 
exhibitions at galleries and 
institutions throughout 
Europe, Asia and the 
Americas. In 2005, his 
work was the subject of a 
large-scale survey at Casa 
Asia in Barcelona, and 
Lieu d’Art Contemporain, 
Sigean, France.

Ocampo's work has been 
included in a number of 
international surveys, 
including the 2004 
Seville Biennale, the 
2001 Venice Biennale, 
the 2001 Berlin Biennale, 
the 2000 Biennale d’Art 
Contemporain de Lyon, the 
1997 Kwangju Biennial, 
the 1993 Corcoran Biennial 
and the controversial 1992 
Documenta IX.
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Catherine Grout
 

Catherine Grout is a 
professor at the École 
Nationale Supérieure 
d’Architecture et de 
Paysage in Lille University, 
France and is a member 
of lacth. She has a 
PhD in art history and 
aesthetics and is the 
holder of a residency at 
the Villa Kujoyama, Kyoto, 
Japan (1994–95), Recent 
publications include 
L’Émotion du paysage, 
Ouverture et dévastation 
(Brussels: La Lettre Volée, 
2004), Représentation 
et expérience du Paysage 
(Taipei: Yuan Liou, 2008) 
and L’Horizon du sujet. De 
l’expérience au partage de 
l’espace. (Bruxelles: La lettre 
Volée, 2012) lille.archi.fr/
index.php?ID=2057488. 
She has been artistic 
director of numerous 
urban art events: in 
Enghien-les-Bains 
(1994–2004), Chu-wei, 
Taiwan (Festival, 2002), 
Tokyo (Keio University, 
(2002), and Bolzano, Italy 
(with Ar/ge Kunst Galerie 
Museum). Her writing 

focuses on the experience 
of art, especially that 
situated outdoors and 
related to public space, 
as well as the notion 
of landscape as a lived 
relationship to the world 
and others. She lives in 
Paris.

Demetrio Paparoni

Demetrio Paparoni is 
an art critic, essayist 
and curator. In 1983, he 
founded the contemporary 
art magazine Tema 
Celeste as well as the 
publishing house of the 
same name, which he 
ran until 2000. From 
1996 to 2008, he taught 
History of Modern and 
Contemporary Art at the 
architecture department 
of the University of 
Catania. He is the author 
of various monographs, 
including I Chuck Close, 
Daguerreotypes, (Alberico 
Cetti Serbelloni, 2002) 
and Wang Guangyi, 
Words and Thoughts, 
1985–2012 (Skira, 2013). 
His other books include: 
L’Astrazione ridefinita (Tema 

Celeste Edizioni, 1994); 
Eretica, (Skira, 2006); 
Il corpo vedente dell’arte 
(Castelvecchi, 1997); 
Il corpo parlante dell’arte 
(Castelvecchi, 1997); L’arte 
contemporanea e il suo 
metodo (Neri Pozza, 2005); 
Il bello, il buono e il cattivo 
(Ponte alle Grazie, 2014); 
Cristo e l’impronta dell’arte 
(Skira, 2015) and The Devil 
(Sole 24 Ore Cultura, 2017).

Joselina Cruz 

Joselina Cruz is Director 
and Curator at the 
Museum of Contemporary 
Art and Design (mcad), 
De La Salle-College of 
Saint Benilde, Manila, 
where she has produced 
exhibitions with artists 
such as Michael Lin, Paul 
Pfeiffer, Apichatpong 
Weerasethakul, and 
Tiffany Chung. Cruz 
worked as a curator for 
the Lopez Memorial 
Museum in Manila (2001-
2004) and the Singapore 
Art Museum (2005–07). 
She co-curated the 2nd 
Singapore Biennale (2008) 
and curated shows for 
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Sørlandets Kunstmuseum, 
Norway (2011), Next Wave 
in Melbourne, Australia 
(2010) and for moving 
image sections for the 
Jewish Museum, New 
York (2016). She continues 
to write essays, reviews, 
criticism and commentary 
on art.

Marian Pastor Roces

Marian Pastor Roces is an 
independent curator and 
critic whose enduring 
research interests include 
international art events, 
museums, identity politics, 
cities and clothing. She is 
published internationally 
by, among others, the mit 
Press (Massachusetts), 
Harry Abrams, Inc. (New 
York), Fine Arts Press 
Ltd. (Sydney), Oram 
Rivers Press (London), 
Eyeline (Brisbane), Bergen 
Kunsthall (Bergen), 
University of Western 
Australia (Perth), Japan 
Foundation (Tokyo) and 
Maison des Culture du 
Monde (Paris). Founder 
and Principal of tao inc, 
a museum and exhibition 

development corporation, 
she has curated the 
establishment of a number 
of major museums, 
notably the Museum of 
Contemporary Art and 
Design in Manila. She is 
also a Partner in the think 
tank, Brain Trust, Inc. She 
is currently preparing 
for publication a book on 
murderous rampages by 
men self-designated as 
ilaga, rats, in the Muslim 
areas of Mindanao in the 
late 1960s to the 1970s. 
 
Resil B. Mojares

Resil B. Mojares is 
Professor Emeritus at the 
University of San Carlos 
in Cebu City, Philippines, 
where he founded in 
1975 the Cebuano Studies 
Center, a pioneering 
institution in local studies 
in the Philippines. A 
literary critic, essayist, 
and historian, his books 
include Origins and Rise 
of the Filipino Novel (1983), 
Theater in Society, Society in 
Theater: Social History of a 
Cebuano Village (1985), House 
of Memory (1997), Waiting 

for Mariang Makiling: Essays 
in Philippine Cultural History 
(2002), Brains of the Nation: 
Pedro Paterno, T.H. Pardo 
de Tavera, Isabelo de los 
Reyes and the Production of 
Modern Knowledge (2006), 
Isabelo's Archive (2013), and 
Interrogations in Philippine 
Cultural History (2017). He 
has served as visiting 
professor at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison, 
University of California 
at Los Angeles, and 
University of Hawaii in 
the United States, Kyoto 
University in Japan, and 
National University of 
Singapore.
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The collaborative efforts of 
the National Commission 
for Culture and the Arts 
(NCCA), Department 
of Foreign Affairs (DFA) 
and the Office of Senator 
Legarda (OSL) have made 
possible the realisation of 
the Philippine Pavilion for 
the first time in the Artiglieri 
of the Arsenale, the main 
exhibition venue of the 57th 
Venice Art Biennale 2017.

The accomplishment of 
the project and the dealing 
with any issues arising from 
it, has been achieved with 
the sustained support and 
determination of Amenah 
Pangandaman, Kristine 
Sheree Mangunay‑Infante, 
Bai Salina Pendatun‑Ilagan, 
Maria Theresa Piscasio‑
Robenta and Maria Estelle 
Gwendolyn Piencenaves.

Providing crucial 
assistance from the 
DFA are Mariel Algabre 
and Michelle Reyes of 
the Cultural Diplomacy 
Unit of the Office of 
the Undersecretary for 
International Economic 
Relations.

The curatorial team led 

by Joselina Cruz and 
supported by the efforts of 
Patricia Paredes and Trina 
Peñaflorida crafted the 
Philippine representation 
in the 57th Venice Art 
Biennale 2017. 

Since 2014, the NCCA has 
been a staunch supporter 
of the PAVB project. The 
NCCA International Affairs 
Office under the leadership 
of Mary Anne Luis and Mrs 
Emily Tiongco has provided 
the wisdom that has time 
and again ensured the 
successful realisation of 
the Philippine participation 
in the Venice Biennale 
platforms of Art and 
Architecture. 

With this foregoing support 
network, the Coordinating 
Committee composed 
of Aurea Lopez, Jeanne 
Melissa Severo, Elijah Diaz, 
Alexa Carreon and Karen 
Capino tirelessly worked 
towards the meaningful 
participation of the 
Philippines in the Venice 
Biennale.
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