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History

THE BEGINNING

Thanks to ‘“Tabon Man’, who left a bit of his (or her, according to some)
skull in a cave in Palawan at least 47,000 years ago, a sliver of light shines
into the deep, dark prehistory of the Philippines. The oldest known
human relic of the islands, this bone fragment suggests that the Tabon
Caves helped early Homo sapiens survive the last ice age.

The ocean and the boat have always been powerful symbols in the
Philippines. The word barangay, which refers to the basic Filipino social
unit or a community, is derived from the ancient balangay, or sailboat.

The longest-held theory on the origins of Tabon Man is based on
distinct waves of migration. Assuming that much of modern-day Asia
was linked by land bridges, this theory posits that around 250,000 years
ago our earliest human ancestors simply walked over to what is now the
Philippines.

About 200,000 years later, in strode the nomadic Negrito groups from
the Malay Peninsula, Borneo and perhaps even Australia. After an inter-
val of roughly 2000 years, the Neolithic Age arrived in the form of the
seafaring, tool-wielding Indonesians. The Indonesian groups brought
with them formal farming and building skills.

It’s fair to assume that this bunch was busily carving out the spec-
tacular rice terraces of North Luzon (p173) some 2000 years ago. With
the Iron Age came the Malays. Skilful sailors, potters and weavers, they
built the first permanent settlements and prospered from around the 1st
century AD until the 16th century, when the Spanish arrived. The wave
migration theory holds that the Malays arrived in at least three ethnically
diverse waves. The first wave provided the basis for the modern-day
Bontoc and other tribes of North Luzon. The second laid the foundations
for the most dominant of modern-day indigenous groups — the Bicolano,
Bisayan and Tagalog. The third wave is thought to have established the
fiercely proud Muslim Malays.

But written records are few, and wave migration is only one theory. An
alternative proposed by some Philippine scholars suggests that the early
inhabitants of Southeast Asia were of the same racial group (the Pithe-
canthropus group, to be exact), with more or less the same traditions and
beliefs. Over time, they say, divisions formed according to the demands
of the environment.

TRADE

The Chinese became the first foreigners to do business with the islands
they called Mal as early as the 2nd century AD, although the first re-
corded Chinese expedition to the Philippines was in AD 982. Within
a few decades, Chinese traders were regular visitors to towns along the
coasts of Luzon, Mindoro and Sulu, and by around AD 1100 travellers
from India, Borneo, Sumatra, Java, Siam (Thailand) and Japan were also
including the islands on their trade runs. Gold was by then big business
in Butuan (on the northern coast of Mindanao), Chinese settlements had
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sprung up in Manila and on Jolo, and Japanese merchants were buying
shop space in Manila and North Luzon.

For several centuries this peaceful trade arrangement thrived. Despite
the island’s well-known riches, the inhabitants were never directly threat-
ened by their powerful Asian trading partners. The key, particularly in
the case of China, was diplomacy. Throughout the 14th and 15th cen-
turies, the tribal leaders of the Philippines would make regular visits to
Peking (Beijing) to honour the Chinese emperor.

THE SPANISH ERA

In the early 16th century, the Philippines began receiving visitors who
would have far more long-lasting consequences. Portuguese explorer Fer-
dinand Magellan landed at Samar at dawn on 16 March 1521. He claimed
the islands for Spain and named them the Islas del Poniente (Western
Islands). Soon after, the Portuguese arrived from the east and declared
the islands to be the Islas del Oriente (Eastern Islands). Undaunted,
Magellan set about giving the islanders a crash course in Catholicism
and winning over various tribal chiefs before fatally taking things one
step too far on Mactan Island (see p242).

Determined to press its claim, Spain sent four more expeditions; Ruy
Lopez de Villalobos, commander of the fourth expedition, renamed the
islands after the heir to the Spanish throne, Philip, Charles I's son. Philip,
as King Philip 11, sent a fresh fleet led by Miguel Lopez de Legazpi to the
islands in the mid-16th century with strict orders to colonise and Catholi-
cise. In 1565 an agreement was signed by Legazpi and Tupas, the defeated
chief of Cebu, which made every Filipino answerable to Spanish law.

Legazpi, his soldiers and a band of Augustinian monks wasted no
time in establishing a settlement where Cebu City now stands; Fort
San Pedro (p232) is a surviving relic of the era. First called San Miguel,
then Santisimo Nombre de Jesus, this fortified town hosted the earli-
est Filipino-Spanish Christian weddings and, critically, the baptisms of
various Cebuano leaders. Panay Island’s people were beaten into submis-
sion soon after, with Legazpi establishing a vital stronghold there (near
present-day Roxas) in 1569.

The indigenous islanders — who by tradition were loath to work to-
gether anyway — were no match for the Spanish and their firearms.
Spain’s greatest challenge came from an old enemy — Islam. To Spain’s
horror (having recently booted out the Moors at home), the Muslims
had a big head start: Islamic missionaries from Malacca had established
towns in Mindoro and Luzon almost a century before the Spanish ar-
rived. Legazpi finally succeeded in taking the strategic Muslim settlement
of Maynilad (now Manila) in 1571, hastily proclaiming it the capital and
building over the kuta (fort) of Rajah Sulayman. This was eventually to
become Fort Santiago (p77).

So began a 300-year-long religious war that still smoulders in Min-
danao, the spiritual home of Islam in the Philippines. The Spanish re-
cruited newly Christianised Filipinos to help fight the Moros (as Muslim
Filipinos were dubbed), many of whom earned a violent living as pirates.
Meanwhile, Spain was courting the Chinese through trade. Throughout
the 16th and 17th centuries, Spain’s galleons — many of them built in
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Cavite near Manila — also specialised in taking spices, silk, porcelain and
gold to the New World, and returning with Mexican silver. Moro pirates
dodged many a cannonball to claim a share of these riches.

By the 18th century, Spain’s grasp on the Orient was slipping. It was
sharing its traditional trade routes with colonial rivals. It was at war with
England and fast running out of friends and funds.

Before long, with a big shove from the powerful East India Company,
Britain invaded Manila in 1762. But their arrival sparked the same sort of
antipathy a busload of hooligans sparks today, and less than two years later
the British were chased out of Manila Bay by a homegrown resistance. This
action was to have long-lasting consequences, as it marked the start of a
united, nationalist spirit. Anticolonial sentiment was reaching new heights
as friars and other Spanish colonisers increasingly used brutal methods to
try to retain control. By 1894 there were incidents of open rebellion.

A powerful group of nationalist heroes soon emerged. The greatest and
most famous of these was Dr José Rizal, doctor of medicine, poet, novel-
ist, sculptor, painter, linguist, naturalist and fencing enthusiast. Executed
by the Spanish in 1896, Rizal epitomised the Filipinos’ dignified struggle
for personal and national freedom. Just before facing the Spanish firing
squad, Rizal penned a characteristically calm message of both caution
and inspiration to his people: ‘I am most anxious for liberties for our
country, but | place as a prior condition the education of the people so
that our country may have an individuality of its own and make itself
worthy of liberties’.

By killing such figures, the Spanish were creating martyrs. Andres
Bonifacio led an aggressive movement called the Kataastaasan Kagalang-
galangang Katipunan ng mga Anak ng Bayan (Highest and Most Re-
spected Society of the Sons of the Nation) — better known as the Katipunan
or KKK. It secretly built a revolutionary government in Manila, with
a network of equally clandestine provincial councils. Complete with
passwords, masks and coloured sashes denoting rank, the Katipunan’s
members (both men and women) peaked at an estimated 30,000 in mid-
1896. In August, the Spanish got wind of the coming revolution (from a
woman’s confession to a Spanish friar, according to some accounts) and
the Katipunan leaders were forced to flee the capital.

Depleted, frustrated and poorly armed, the Katipuneros took stock in
nearby Balintawak, a baryo (district) of Caloocan, and voted to launch the
revolution regardless. With the cry ‘Mabuhay ang Pilipinas!” (Long live
the Philippines!), the Philippine Revolution lurched into life following
the incident that is now known as the Cry of Balintawak.

The shortage of weapons among the Filipinos meant that many fight-
ers were forced to pluck their first gun from the hands of their enemies.
So acute was the shortage of ammunition for these weapons that some
(many of them children) were given the job of scouring battle sites for
empty cartridges. These cartridges would then be painstakingly repacked
using homemade gunpowder.

After three years of bloodshed, most of it Filipino, a Spanish-Filipino
peace pact was signed and the revolutionary leader General Emilio
Aguinaldo agreed to go into exile in Hong Kong in 1897. Predictably,
the pact’s demands satisfied nobody. Promises of reform by the Spanish
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were broken, as were promises by the Filipinos to stop their revolutionary
plotting. The Filipino cause attracted huge support from the Japanese,
who tried unsuccessfully to send money and two boatloads of weapons
to the exiled revolutionaries in Hong Kong.

THE AMERICAN ERA

Meanwhile, another of Spain’s colonial trouble spots — Cuba — was play-
ing host to an ominous dispute over sugar between Spain and the USA.
To save face, Spain declared war on the USA; as a colony of Spain, the
Philippines was drawn into the conflict. Soon after, an American fleet
under Commodore George Dewey sailed into Manila Bay and routed the
Spanish ships. Keen to gain Filipino support, Dewey welcomed the return
of exiled revolutionary General Aguinaldo and oversaw the Philippine
Revolution mark I, which installed Aguinaldo as president of the first
Philippine republic.

The Philippine flag was flown for the first time during the proclam-
ation of Philippine Independence on 12 June 1898.

After a bitter struggle, Spanish troops in Manila and outlying towns
were crushed by allied American and Filipino forces and Spain’s 400-
year-long occupation came to an end. With the signing of the Treaty of
Paris in 1898, the Spanish-American War ended and the USA effectively
bought the Philippines, Guam and Puerto Rico for US$20 million.

Back in US-occupied Manila, tempers were rising. Filipino revolu-
tionaries were openly defying the Americans, and the Americans were
antagonising the Filipinos. Any dreams of impending Filipino inde-
pendence were shattered in 1899 when Malolos, the makeshift capital of
President Aguinaldo’s Philippine Republic, was captured by American
troops — led by General Arthur MacArthur.

By 1902 the first Philippine Republic was dead and buried and a suc-
cession of American neocolonial governors-general ensured it stayed
that way. The main intention of the Americans, like the Spanish, was to
serve their own economic needs, and by 1930 they had engineered an
industrial and social revolution, with two of the biggest booms coming
from mining and prostitution.

Not until 1935, once it had firmly lassoed the country’s resources, did
the USA endorse the Commonwealth of the Philippines, along with the
drafting of a US-style constitution and the first national election. On
paper at least, democracy and freedom had at last come to the Philip-
pines, but, as WWII was about to prove, they came at a terrible price.

WORLD WAR 11
When Japan bombed Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor in 1941, other forces attacked
Clark Field, where General Douglas MacArthur was caught napping,
despite many hours’ warning. Within two days, Japanese troops landed
at Vigan in North Luzon, eventually driving the allied Filipino and US
troops to the Bataan Peninsula, opposite newly occupied Manila. From
here, soldiers and civilians alike faced not only relentless bombardment
but also hunger, disease and disillusionment.

MacArthur, holed up on nearby Corregidor island (p117), made his
now famous promise to return, and fled to Australia.
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Ordered to maintain a ‘holding action’, MacArthur’s abandoned troops
soon fell to the Japanese with the unconditional surrender of around
76,000 people — 66,000 of them Filipinos. Those still able to walk began
the 120km ‘Bataan death march’ from Bataan to San Fernando, and on to
prison camps in Capas, Tarlac. As many as 20,000 people died along the
way and another 25,000 died while imprisoned. This event is honoured
with the annual Araw ng Kagitingan (Bataan Day) public holiday on
9 April. From 1942 to 1945 the Philippines endured a brutal Japanese
military regime. Unlike the previous colonial forces, the Japanese actively
encouraged Filipino languages as part of the Greater Asia Co-Prosperity
Sphere, Japan’s scheme of keeping Asia Asian. In 1944 MacArthur landed
at Leyte, determined to dislodge the Japanese. The main battleground
in this onslaught was Manila, where defenceless residents suffered hor-
rifically in the ensuing crossfire during February 1945. By the time
MacArthur marched into the city, at least 150,000 civilians were killed
and a city that had been one of the finest in Asia was destroyed. In total,
over 1.1 million Filipinos were killed during WWII.

In early 1946 Japan’s General Tomoyuki Yamashita was tried as a war
criminal and hanged by order of MacArthur. In July of the same year,
Manuel Roxas was installed as president of the Republic of the Philip-
pines under the auspices of the USA, and the immense task of rebuilding
a war-torn nation began. Far from free, the Philippines faced crippling
high-interest loans in the form of US ‘aid’, and its society (including more
than three-quarters of its schools and universities) lay in ruins.

THE MARCOS ERA
First elected in 1965 under the seductive slogan ‘This nation can be great
again’, the charismatic former lawyer Ferdinand Marcos became the
first president to win two terms in office. At first it indeed was a new
era, and Marcos and his even more charismatic wife Imelda went about
trying to bring back some of Manila’s pre-war energy. Imelda drove
projects like the Cultural Center for the Philippines (p83), which got lots
of international attention but, as they say, didn’t put food on the table.
By 1970, widespread poverty, rising inflation, pitiful public funding and
blatant corruption triggered a wave of protests in Manila. When several
demonstrators were killed by police outside the presidential Malacafiang
Palace, Marcos’ image as a political saviour died with them. However he
still had a hugely powerful backer in the form of the US military, whose
Clark and Subic Bay (p130) bases were vital to the Vietham War.

Citing the rise of leftist student groups and the New People’s Army
(NPA), Marcos imposed martial law on the entire country in 1972. Nor-
mally a constitutional last resort designed to protect the masses, martial
law was declared by Marcos to keep himself in power (the constitution
prevented him from running for a third term) and to protect his foreign
business buddies. By this time, their formidable enemies included the
anti-imperialist National Democratic Front (NDF) and the Islamic Moro
National Liberation Front (MNLF) in Mindanao.

With martial law imposed, the Philippines was plunged into a dark-
ness reminiscent of the Japanese occupation — only this time it was at the
hands of a fellow Filipino. A curfew was imposed, the media was silenced
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or taken over by the military, international travel was banned and thou-
sands of anti-government suspects were rounded up and thrown into
military camps. An estimated 50,000 of Marcos’ opponents were jailed,
exiled or killed. Marcos then set about raising revenue by handing over
great tracts of prime land to foreign investors and imposing heavy taxes
on those who could least afford them.

When Marcos made a show of lifting martial law in 1981, to silence
rising discontent, he reinvented himself and the constitution to form a
sham of a democracy. Under this ‘New Republic’, Marcos won a mid-year
election conveniently devoid of a free press or any real opposition.

In 1983, however, when thugs dressed as a military escort gunned down
Marcos’ political foe, Benigno ‘Ninoy’ Aquino Jr, as he arrived at Manila’s
airport on return from exile, a new Filipino martyr was created. The two
million mourners who poured onto the streets to accompany Aquino’s
funeral cortege in Manila began a steady march towards a new era.

By 1986 even Marcos’ long-time supporters were publicly questioning
him, as were many embarrassed foreign powers. Another rigged election
saw Marcos beat Ninoy Aquino’s widow, Corazon ‘Cory’ Aquino, but this
time the masses stormed the presidential palace. Within days, virtually
all members of the nation’s armed forces had sided with the masses, the
Marcoses were spirited to Hawaii by the US Air Force, and Aquino was
installed as president and national heroine.

Thus was the force of the 1986 ‘people power’ movement, or EDSA
(Epifanio de los Santos) Revolution (for a more detailed account see the
boxed text, p30).

Ferdinand Marcos died in exile in 1989 and his shoe-happy wife,
Imelda, soon returned to the Philippines, where she somehow wriggled
out of an 18-year jail sentence for graft. Despite evidence that she and
Ferdinand helped themselves to billions of dollars from the treasury,
Imelda remains free. She even ran for president in 1998 (she ‘gave’ the
votes she garnered to the winner, Joseph Estrada, who in June 1998
asked the courts to give Imelda a presidential pardon; later that year the
Supreme Court acquitted Marcos of corruption charges).

POLITICAL UPHEAVAL & HIGH JINKS
The cataclysmic eruption in June 1991 of Mt Pinatubo (p134), northwest
of Manila, ended another long chapter in Philippine history. Showered in
volcanic ash and refused a new lease agreement, the US military bases at
Clark and Subic Bay were closed down and the tens of thousands of US
troops left. It was a heady moment for the Philippines, which had turned
its back on over US$100 million a year in rent from the Americans. The
12 senators who voted to oust the US military became national heroes.
But if people thought that ousting both the Marcoses and the Ameri-
cans would lead to period of political stability, they were wrong. Cory
Aquino had helped shepherd through a new constitution that greatly lim-
ited presidential power to do undemocratic things like declare martial law
or appoint oneself president for life. The first real presidential elections
were held in 1992 and showed how messy democracy could be. Aquino’s
endorsed successor, Defense Secretary Fidel Ramos, won with barely 24%
of the vote. This lack of a resounding mandate left people restless.
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THE BIRTH OF PEOPLE POWER Chris Rowthorn

People Power was born in the streets of Manila in February 1986. As the whole world watched the
gripping drama unfold on TV, millions of Filipinos, armed only with courage and deep religious
faith, poured out onto the streets to defy the military might of the hated Marcos regime. They
came from all walks of life — men, women and children, rich and poor, street vendors joining
hands with nuns, housewives linking arms with priests, professionals expressing solidarity with
the unemployed. Some came with transistor radios around which crowds gathered to hear the
latest news, along with admonitions from the head of the influential Roman Catholic Church,
Jaime Cardinal Sin, who had been the first to urge the people to this spontaneous uprising. Soon
amassive sea of humanity had gathered around Camp Aguinaldo and Camp Crame, along Epifanio
de los Santos Avenue, better known as EDSA, where two of Marcos’ former ministers, Juan Ponce
Enrile and Fidel Ramos, had taken refuge after defecting to the side of the people.

The event marked the end of a long, tumultuous period that started on 21 September 1972,
the day Marcos declared martial law, putting an end to a political system that had been called
‘a showcase of democracy in Asia’. Without warning, an estimated 50,000 were thrown into
detention camps; many of them later vanished without a trace. Among those dispensed with
were prominent political figures such as Benigno Aquino Jr, Marcos’ principal political rival.
Congress was abolished, newspapers and TV stations were summarily shut down, curfew was
imposed throughout the country, and anybody even slightly critical of the regime was silenced.
Many fled the country and went into exile abroad; others disappeared into the hills and joined
the ranks of the New People’s Army.

The Philippines languished under Marcos’ rule for over 20 years. To be fair, his overextended
stay at Malacafiang Palace did start legitimately, with the young and charismatic politician with
a much-decorated WWII record winning the 1965 presidential election over Liberal Party candi-
date, Diosdado Macapagal, father of current President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo. Marcos, with his
beautiful wife Imelda beside him, swept into office in a Camelot-like atmosphere that recalled
the Kennedy years at the White House. But the veneer of glamour soon wore off, and gradually
Marcos showed his insatiable hunger for power.

Barred from running for a third term, Marcos engineered a series of civil unrests which he
attributed to the rising Communist Party of the Philippines. Among these was an assassination
attempt on his Defense Minister, Juan Ponce Enrile, which Enrile himself later disclosed was
staged by Marcos’ own henchmen. Even at the time not many people were fooled but there
was little anybody could do to resist Marcos’ imposition of martial law, especially because he
had the entire military under his control.

Ever patient and resilient, Filipinos might have continued putting up with life under Marcos
were it not for one fatal mistake in the Marcos camp — the assassination of Benigno Aquino Jr
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on 21 August 1983. An immensely popular figure who symbolised and embodied the people’s
desire for freedom, ‘Ninoy’, as Aquino was known to the masses, was shot dead as he disembarked
a China Airlines flight that had brought him back home from exile in the USA. With his death,
Filipinos felt they had lost their last hope for a peaceful return to democracy. Filled with deep
anguish and despair, some two million mourners followed Ninoy’s funeral cortege as it slowly
wound its way through the streets of Manila for over twelve hours. They did this out of love for
the slain hero but also to show their anger at the regime.

The decline and fall of the Marcos dictatorship came swiftly after that. By 1986, even the USA,
which had propped up Marcos all those years as ‘a champion of democracy’ against the much-
feared encroachment of communism in Southeast Asia, began to withdraw its support. With
his diminishing political expediency, along with his failing health, Marcos, once a much-hailed
American ally, had now become a lame duck.

In the face of mounting criticism abroad and rising unrest at home, Marcos called for snap
elections on 7 February 1986. It was a desperate bid to give his rule continued legitimacy. Corazon
‘Cory’ Aquino, Ninoy’s widow, reluctant at first, became the standard bearer of the opposition at
the instigation of Cardinal Sin and the Catholic Church. With yellow as their colour (versus red for
Marcos ‘loyalists’), Cory’s supporters chanted ‘Cory! Cory! Cory!" as their battle cry. As expected,
Marcos came out the winner of the election, but that was the straw that broke the camel’s back.
This time people had had enough. They knew Cory had been cheated, and they were no longer
to be silenced. Amid mounting unrest, Cory went into seclusion in an undisclosed convent. Then
the unthinkable happened — the Marcos military machinery started to fall apart.

On 26 February, even as the Marcoses and their diminishing circle of cronies, all dressed in
white, staged a victory celebration in Malacafiang Palace, the people on EDSA continued to
defy tanks massed on the ground and fighter jets flying overhead. They sang, chanted, prayed,
shared food and drink, both among themselves and with government troops sent to quell the
rebellion. Religious images were placed in front of the tanks, while children offered flowers to
the soldiers. These same soldiers refused to fire into crowds and eventually went over to the
side of the people. By nightfall, the restless crowds were threatening to storm the palace. At this
point, the US stepped in and advised Marcos to ‘let go’. Hurriedly the Marcoses boarded a US
aircraft and flew to Hawaii and into exile.

In 1896 Filipinos threw off the Spanish colonial yoke and established Asia’s first democracy;
in 1986 they staged the world’s first bloodless revolution, inspiring others to do the same in
Burma, China, Korea and the whole of Eastern Europe. The uprising in Tiananmen Square, though
it failed, owed much to People Power, as did the tearing down of the Berlin Wall. Likewise the
former Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Revolution was an heir to those momentous events in the streets
of Manila that have become collectively known as People Power.

1946

Ramos for his part made national unity a priority. He tried to finally
reach peace deals with the patchwork of communist rebels, Muslim sep-
aratists and disaffected soldiers who led a rag-tag existence throughout
the islands and frequently resorted to violence to score some attention.
Some treaties and agreements were worked out, but often as one group
would agree to lay down its arms, the members would simply go off and
start another conflict.

Meanwhile there was growing discontent among the populace as it
became clear that just having your own constitution wasn’t enough to
shake off years of feeble economic growth. With an economy that had
been dependent on the rent from the US bases and Japanese grants
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(which were cleverly designed to turn the Philippines into a market for
Japanese goods rather than a competitor), the nation missed out on the
economic boom that enriched its neighbours.

In 1998, the people turned to popular ex-movie actor Joseph Estrada and
elected him president in a landslide. The colourful Estrada had promised
riches for one and all, but the nation was soon to learn, as others have
elsewhere, that being a movie actor doesn’t necessarily prepare one for a
life in politics.

The economy tanked and war broke out with the Moro Islamic Liber-
ation Front in central Mindanao. Then, in 2000, Estrada was accused of
profiting from an illegal gambling racket. The House of Representatives
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The USA withdraws and a sovereign state is declared

Ferdinand Marcos is elected president

Marcos imposes martial law on the Philippines Benigno ‘Ninoy’ Aquino Jr is assassinated at Manila airport
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1986

impeached him but allies in the Senate managed to block his removal
from office. In 2001, millions of Filipinos took to the streets and said
‘enough’. Estrada and his family took flight and the vice-president, Gloria
Macapagal-Arroyo (popularly called ‘GMA’) was sworn in as president.

Estrada tried a few ploys to regain power — like calling for yet another
‘people’s revolution’ — but it was for naught. GMA quickly set about
consolidating her power and she allowed the American military back into
the country as part of the ‘war on terror’. In 2004 she ran for reelection
against an ensemble cast of characters that included another ex-actor,
Fernando Poe Jr, and won by 1.1 million votes. Or did she? Shortly
thereafter a recording emerged that purported to capture GMA ordering
that the election be fixed. Political opponents seized on this and for the
next year, much of the government’s time was spent debating the charges
of election fraud. GMA’s opponents tried to raise the ire of the public —
but perhaps jaded by the outcomes of previous revolutions, the populace
mostly stayed off the streets.

By late 2005, GMA seemed to have survived this latest political up-
heaval, as the Philippines continued to suffer from high unemployment,
poverty and other problems that have bedevilled it for decades.

1991

‘People Power" helps chase Marcos from the Philippines and install Mt Pinatubo erupts and the Americans leave their huge military
Corazon ‘Cory’ Aquino as president bases
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The Culture

THE NATIONAL PSYCHE

Probably the first thing you’ll notice about the people of the Philippines
is their calm demeanour. Filipinos greet adversity with all the fuss that
a kalabaw greets a fly on its back — they shrug their shoulders, smile
and move on. This whatever-will-be-will-be attitude is called bahala
na, a phrase that expresses the idea that all things shall pass and in the
meantime life is to be lived.

Bahala na has more than a little to do with the Philippines’ greatest
paradox: despite years of injustice at the hands of colonial and home-
grown rulers, and despite being for the most part dirt poor, Filipinos are
the happiest people in Asia. This incongruous joie de vivre is perhaps
best symbolised by that quirkiest of national icons, the jeepney. Splashed
with colour, laden with religious icons and festooned with sanguine scrib-
blings, the jeepney openly flaunts the fact that, at heart, it’s a dilapidated,
smoke-belching pile of scrap metal. Like the jeepney, poor Filipinos face
their often dim prospects in life with a laugh and a wink.

Another force that shapes Filipino life is hiya, which roughly means
‘sense of shame’. Showing a lack of hiya in front of others is similar to
‘losing face’ and, for a Filipino, there are few worse fates. Expressing strong
or negative emotions in public are sure ways to show you are walang-
hiya — without shame. Many foreigners can’t accept that, because of hiya,
Filipinos tend to care more about what others think than about doing the
right thing. Yet most problems that travellers run into result from a lack
of respect for hiya and amor propio (self-esteem). The golden rule when
travelling in the Philippines is to treat problems graciously; a smile and a
joke goes a long way, while anger or sullenness just makes things worse.

Alas, there’s a dark side to hiya and amor propio. Despite outward appear-
ances, Filipinos can hold a grudge with the best of them. Because of hiya,
these grudges tend to fester until they are settled behind the scenes, often
in unsavoury fashion. The Philippines leads the world in journalists killed
for their work (see p38) — not surprising if you consider that being publicly
outed for a misdeed is to suffer hiya in the gravest manner possible.

But the family is an even more potent force shaping the national psyche
than bahala na or hiya. The Filipino family unit, or ‘kinship group’, ex-
tends to distant cousins, multiple godparents, and one’s barkada (gang
of friends); it is both large and intensely close-knit. Rich or poor, Filipino
families protect their own, the public good be damned. This explains many
things that observers often cite as ‘wrong’ with the country: it explains why
rich, powerful clans are content to build huge fortunes while turning a blind
eye to shocking poverty; it explains why Filipinos routinely urinate on city
pavements and pollute public spaces; and it explains why the best qualified
are passed over in favour of the well connected when applying for jobs.

Despite this, and despite a long history of hardship under the Spanish
and Americans, rich and poor Filipino families alike extend nothing but
the highest degree of warmth and hospitality towards foreign visitors.

LIFESTYLE

First-time visitors to Manila are often lulled into thinking the Philippines
is Westernised. They soon realise that the chain restaurants, shopping
malls and American R&B music disguise a unique Asian culture still very
much rooted in an ancient values system.
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President Ferdinand
Marcos planned to
rename the country
Maharlika, or ‘noble
man’, until an academic
pointed out the word
also has the meaning ‘hig
erection’.
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THE HAPPIEST PEOPLE ON EARTH Chris Rowthorn

In a global survey conducted in 2005, Filipinos came out among the world’s happiest people, much
to the Filipinos’ delight, surprise, and bemusement. As Filipinos see it, they’re no happier than
anybody else on earth. In fact, generally speaking, Filipinos tend to take a rather unfavourable
view of themselves, particularly in comparison with the wealth of Americans, the old culture of
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Europeans, the industry of the Chinese, the discipline of the Japanese, and so forth.

But one thing Filipinos have is a boundless sense of humour, and this extends to a rare ability
to laugh at themselves. Perhaps it's a kind of defence mechanism, but even in the grim days
under the Marcos dictatorship they endlessly cracked jokes about the police, the military, and
anybody and anything connected with the despised regime. Marcos was the butt of countless
jokes, as was his wife Imelda.

While laughing at their problems, Filipinos are in effect also poking fun at their own help-
lessness. Filipinos detest anything that acts as an obstacle to their fundamental love of life and
freedom, yet sometimes, when faced with difficulty, a Filipino’s reaction is to laugh. To the casual
observer this may seem like an inexplicable bit of frivolity in the face of adversity, but there’s
more to it than meets the eye. To Filipinos, freedom is more precious than material wealth, and
if they laugh at something that curtails or threatens this priority, it's simply a way of coming to
terms with the situation until they find a way to overcome it.

Filipinos speak some 70 languages and dialects, yet in none of them are there words for depres-
sion, anxiety, anguish or even boredom. This says a lot about the natural disposition of Filipinos.
Unlike some other cultures where suicide is seen as an honourable way out, the traditional Filipino
way of thinking does not even consider it an option. No matter how big the problem or how
profound the tragedy, to a Filipino life goes on, it must go on, and that's all there is to it.

The average Filipino has very modest dreams: to have just enough to feed the family and be
able to enjoy the simple pleasures of life. Filipinos may be poor in material things but as long
as there’s love and laughter they will find plenty to be happy about.

For centuries, the two most important influences on the lives of Fili-
pinos have been family and religion. The most basic political unit, the
barangay, is merely an extension of the family-based community unit
that defined the social structure in pre-Hispanic times. The idea of
working together for the common good, virtually nonexistent at the
national level, is alive and well at the barangay level, where it's known
as bayanihan. Originally a rural entity, the barangay today is no less
relevant in urban shanty towns, where a healthy cooperative spirit is
essential for survival.

Within the family unit, respect for elders is paramount; putting one’s
grandparents in a nursing home is frowned upon. Almost without excep-
tion, all members of one’s kinship group are afforded loyalty and respect.
As a result, homosexuality is tolerated, despite the pervasive influence
of the Catholic Church.

Filipino families, especially poor ones, tend to be large. It's not uncom-
mon for a dozen family members to live together in a tiny apartment,
shanty or nipa hut. Because of this, personal space is not the issue for
Filipinos that it is for Westerners. Foreign visitors to Philippine resorts
are often amazed — or appalled — when a family of 10 takes up residence
in the room next door, complete with pets, videoke machine and cook-
ing equipment.

While bulging urban centres like Manila and Cebu gradually adapt
to the modern world, in the countryside the traditional rhythms of life
are surprisingly resilient. They centre on the sun, sea, rivers and fields;
clocks are superfluous. ‘Filipino time’, which implies ‘fashionably late’
in Manila, might mean ‘a few days late’ in rural barangays. Frequent
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political turmoil at the national level goes practically unnoticed in rural
barangays due to poor communication lines and the primacy of local
politics. In the most remote provinces, such as Kalinga, old scores are
still settled by the sword and punishment is doled out in accordance with
traditional tribal codes.

The final thread in the fabric of Filipino society is the overseas worker.
Nearly one in 10 Filipinos work abroad. Official figures show that they
send about US$8.5 billion per year back home, or about 10% of the
GDP, but the true figure is probably much higher than that. The Over-
seas Filipino Worker (OFW) — the nurse in Canada, the construction
worker in Qatar, the entertainer in Japan, the maid in Singapore — has
become a national hero, actively supported by the government through a
specifically dedicated department, the Philippine Overseas Employment
Administration. When OFWs retire, they often return to their home
provinces as balikbayan (literally ‘returnees to the home country’) and
build gaudy concrete homes.

POPULATION

The Philippines’ population, thought to be between 80 million and 90
million (the 2005 census was cancelled for budgetary reasons), is among
the fastest growing in Asia. While the government claims the growth rate
is slowing, most experts disagree. If the experts are right, the population
will reach 100 million before the end of the decade.

Few outside the Catholic Church and its allies in the national gov-
ernment believe that the exploding population is anything but a major
impediment to solving the country’s poverty woes. Since the Philippine
economy rarely grows as fast at the population in real terms, per-capita
income has remained stagnant for years. By vehemently opposing all
forms of ‘artificial’ birth control, the Catholic Church has almost single-
handedly precluded an Indonesia-style family-planning program.

As it grows, the country’s population gets younger and more urban.
Nearly a quarter of the population are between 17 and 25 years old. About
half of all people in this once overwhelmingly rural archipelago now live
in urban areas. More than one in eight Filipinos live in Metro Manila
alone; that figure rises to one in four if you include the crowded neigh-
bouring provinces of Batangas, Bulacan, Cavite, Laguna and Rizal.

In stark contrast to Metro Manila, the mountainous provinces of central
Luzon and hard-to-reach coastal provinces like Eastern Samar, Aurora
and Palawan are sparsely settled. Many of the people in these provinces
are subsistence farmers living on the fringe of the cash economy.

MULTICULTURALISM
Ethnologically, the vast majority of Filipinos are related to Malaysians
and Indonesians. Culturally, they represent both East and West, having
welcomed migrants from China, Vietnam, Taiwan, Japan, Korea, the
USA, Europe and India.

Defined by language, the Philippines has more than 100 cultural mi-
nority groups, many of which can be divided into three main, blurred
groups: the Negrito, the Igorot and Manobo. While there is a long history
of intolerance toward cultural minorities in the Philippines, most atroci-
ties were perpetrated years ago by the Spanish and the Americans, as well
as the Marcos administration. Filipinos are tolerant by nature and not
inclined to discriminate against immigrants or minorities. Notably, the
ongoing Abu Sayyaf terrorist campaign in Mindanao and Sulu has not
created a major backlash by average Filipinos against Muslims.
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Anything you need to
know about Philippine
population demographics
is at www.census.gov
.ph/index.html.
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The National Commission
for Culture and the Arts'
outstanding website
(www.ncca.gov.ph)
contains primers on all
Philippine artistic genres
and background on the
various ethnic groups
and tribes.

In 1971 National Geo-
graphic was convinced
that a Stone Age tribe

of less than 30 people,
the Tasaday, had been
discovered in Mindanao.
It wasn't until 1986

that the Tasaday were
revealed as local T'boli
tribespeople in on a hoax.
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All of that said, indigenous peoples have had several well-publicised
clashes with the government over human rights abuses and land rights;
the Kalinga famously resisted a government plan to dam the Chico River
in the 1970s. The Marcos years were full of such injustices, and distrust of
the government among indigenous peoples lingers to this day.

The Negrito

Often referred to as the aborigines of the Philippines, the Negrito are rep-
resented by the Aeta, Ati, Eta, Ita and Dumagat peoples. Now thought to
number as few as 20,000, the Negrito are generally the shortest, darkest and
most racially victimised of the Filipino people. The Negrito mainly live on
the coastal fringes of North Luzon and in the highlands of Negros, Samar,
Leyte and Panay, where the famously festive Ati are said to have initiated
the present-day Ati-Atihan festivals in Kalibo and surrounding towns.

The Igorot

The Cordillera region of Luzon is home to the mountain-dwelling tribes
collectively known as the Igorot. They include the Apayao (or Isneg), Ka-
linga, Ifugao, Benguet, Bontoc and Tingguian (or Itneg). While generally
considered unbowed by outside pressures, many Igorot traditions were
suppressed first by the Spanish and then by the Americans. However,
most lgorot rituals, fashions and beliefs remain in some form and some
rural villagers continue to live much as their ancestors did, tending to
rice terraces and living off the land.

The Apayao are traditionally slash-and-burn agriculturists who live in
the highlands of provinces such as Abra, llocos Norte and Kalinga-Apayao.
Fierce warriors, the Apayao were the last Igorot tribe to succumb to the
military might of the Americans in the 1920s. Apayao tribes are known for
their strong spirituality and ceremonial feasts, known as say-am.

The Kalinga, once the fiercest Igorot head-hunters, are now known
for their finely woven textiles and age-old songs like the ading, wasani
and dandanag. These typically accompany the bodong (peace rite) after
a tribal war has been settled.

The Ifugao, whose name comes from a word meaning ‘people of
the earth’, are former head-hunters, nonpareil woodcarvers and, most
famously, the creators of the Banaue rice terraces, the so-called ‘eighth
wonder of the world’.

The Benguet people of the southwest Cordillera include the Ibaloi and
Kankanay tribes. The Ibaloi, centred on Kabayan, are the world’s fore-
most practitioners of mummification. The Kankanay live in the northern
regions of Benguet Province and parts of Mountain Province.

The Bontoc are another former head-hunting tribe famed for their
rich social traditions and colourful weavings. The Bontoc share a formal
system of social division and courtship that centres on segregated ‘dor-
mitories’ known as ulog or egban.

With the northwestern Luzon province of Abra as their ancestral do-
main, the Tingguian are known for their beautifully woven kinamayan
blankets and durable houses.

The Manobo

The term Manobo is used to describe the major indigenous groups of

Mindanao. Of these groups, five regard themselves as Muslim — the Badjao,

Maguindanao, Maranao (or Maranaw), Tausag (or Tausug) and Samal.
Regarded as the least Islamic of the Muslim groups, the animist Badjao

are the ‘sea gypsies’ of the Sulu seas. The Maguindanao are the largest
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of all the Muslim groups, famed for their skills as musicians and weav-
ers. The Maranao are the traditional owners of Lake Lanao, and are
among the Philippines’ most ingenious craftspeople. The Tausag were the
earliest Filipino Islamic converts back in the 15th century and as such
were the ruling class of the Jolo Sultanate. The Samal are the poorest of
the Muslim groups, having long been the loyal subjects of the Tausag
dynasties.

The main non-Muslim indigenous groups of Mindanao are the Bukid-
non, Bagobo, Mandaya and Mansaka.

RELIGION

The Philippines is the only predominantly Christian country in Asia —
almost 90% of the population claims to be Christian. Over 80% of Fili-
pinos are Roman Catholic. The largest religious minority is Muslim (5%),
although Islam is actually an older presence than Christianity. Filipino
Muslims live chiefly in the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao
(ARMM) and belong to the mainstream Sunni sect.
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The documentary Imelda
(2004) is a telling look
into the psyche of Imelda
Marcos, who cooperated
with Filipina-American
director Ramona Diaz in
making the film, then
later tried to block its
Manila release.
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Popular Christian sects include the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons
(Church of Latter-Day Saints) and various brands of southern Baptists.
Guards at the Protestant Iglesia Ni Cristo churches, a neo-Christian
sect with gothic revival-style churches all over the country, bar entry
to nonmembers and ex-members who drink or gamble. The Catholic-
based EI Shaddai church, led by the colourful Brother Mike Velarde, has
millions of followers.

While the separation of church and state is formalised in the Filipino
constitution, the tentacles of the Catholic Church extend deep into national
and local politics. A subtle hint from the church can swing a mayoral race
and mean millions of votes for presidential or congressional candidates.

The ebbs and flows of the Filipino calendar year are also deeply influ-
enced by the Catholic Church. The entire nation takes several days off
around Easter for Holy Week, when thousands of devotees take part in
pasyon or pabasa (all-night reading or chanting of passages from the Bible)
and pilgrims flock to churches as part of the Visita Iglesia. Christ’s passion
and death are observed in stagings of senakulo, realistic re-enactments of
the Crucifixion (complete with actual nails).

To the dismay of the Catholic Church, Filipinos remain stubbornly com-
mitted to a host of spirits, goblins and superstitions, which have their roots
in primeval animist beliefs. Such beliefs still prevail in the upland tribes of
North Luzon, Palawan, Mindoro and Mindanao, where people genuinely
believe that caves and forests are inhabited by spirits and witches.

Urban Filipinos also consult a range of faith healers, psychics, fortune
tellers, tribal shamans and self-help books. Visitors to Manila will im-
mediately notice the fondness that cab and bus drivers have for protective
religious icons and supernatural talismans.

WOMEN IN THE PHILIPPINES

The Philippines has elected two female presidents in the last 20 years, and
plenty of other women have held positions of power since the country
became independent in 1945. Photos of the House of Representatives
dating back as far as the '50s and '60s reveal a chamber that was regularly
20% to 25% female.

Many credit 18th-century revolutionary leader Gabriela Silang with
paving the way for the future success of women in the Philippines. Like
Cory Aquino, who helped topple the Marcos regime, Silang was the widow
of an assassinated dissident. Her husband, Diego, led a revolt against the
Spanish in Ilocos in 1762. When he was killed in 1763, Gabriela took over
the resistance movement, fighting the Spanish valiantly for another four
months before she was captured and publicly hanged in Vigan.

Not all Filipinas reach such lofty heights. Women who are not rich
enough to afford household help are expected to fulfil most of the child-
rearing, cooking and household duties. While men are allowed — even
expected — to have a querida (mistress), women guilty of marital trans-
gressions will be shunned by society and beaten or dumped by their
husbands. A 2003 survey showed that 9% of Filipino women had been
victims of domestic abuse. In 2004 President Arroyo signed a law increas-
ing the penalties for spousal and child abuse, but as with most laws in
the Philippines it is enforced selectively if at all.

MEDIA

The Philippines has a vibrant and vocal free press, as anyone who glances
at a newsstand or surfs the local TV channels will notice. After 20 years
of censorship under Marcos, the downfall of the regime ushered in a new
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PROSTITUTION IN THE PHILIPPINES

Prostitution and its most insidious form, child prostitution, is a major social issue in the Philip-
pines. Various estimates put the number of sex workers in the Philippines at about 400,000,
with up to 20% of those children. Most prostitutes come from impoverished provincial families
and are easy prey for the girlie bars, which take a majority cut of their earnings in exchange for
bare-essential living arrangements and protection from the police.

Female Prostitution

The Philippines is one of the biggest sex-tourism destinations in the world. Many tourists are
single men who visit sex-tourism hot spots like Angeles, though every big city and quite a few
smaller places cater to this business. In some European and Japanese magazines, the Philippines
is actively promoted as a prime sex-tourism destination. Among the major sex-tour operators is
Japanese organised-crime group Yakuza.

Although prostitution is officially illegal in the Philippines, you don’t have to be a detective to
find it being practised. The red-light districts of most big cities operate openly and freely, with
karaoke bars, ‘discos’, go-go bars and strip clubs all acting as fronts. The call girls are euphemis-
tically called ‘GROs’ — guest relations officers. The police, many of whom are paid off by the sex
industry, turn a blind eye to the problem. As a result, few foreigners have been prosecuted.

The Asia-Pacific office of the Coalition Against Trafficking in Women (2602-426 9873; www
.catw-ap.org) is located in Quezon City, Manila. Its website has information about prostitution in
the Philippines and several useful links.

Child Prostitution

A dreadful culture of silence surrounds child sex abuse in the Philippines. While hiya plays a big
role in the silence, for the most part this silence is bought. There’s big money to be made in
paedophilia, both by ringleaders who arrange meetings between paedophiles and children, and
by law enforcers who get paid to turn a blind eye. Despite strict laws, the number of foreigners
charged and convicted for child sex crimes in the Philippines is so low as to be an encourage-
ment to foreign paedophiles.

Child-sex tourism is a criminal offence in many countries around the world. Extraterritorial
laws in Australia, New Zealand, the USA and many EU countries mean that prosecution and
punishment can occur in an offender’s country of residence, even when the crime took place
overseas. In addition to these laws, tougher action (including imprisonment) is now being taken
in countries that have been documented as centres for child sexual exploitation.

Travellers can contact the Quezon City office of End Child Prostitution in Asian Tourism
(ECPAT; ©602-925 2803; www.ecpat.net), a global network of organisations that work to stop child
prostitution, child pornography and the traffic of children for sexual purposes.

era for the press as independent newspapers and magazines mushroomed
overnight. (For suggestions of what to read, watch or listen to, see p432.)

But in one way a free press has also proved an anathema to Filipino soci-

ety, which prefers to keep its dirty laundry secret. Between 2000 and 2005,

22 journalists were killed in the Philippines, more than anywhere else in

the world besides Irag. As of 2005, not one person had been convicted for
any of those murders. 17 of the 22 victims were radio commentators.

There’s an unfortunate tendency in some circles to blame the journal-
ists for the problem. In 2005, First Husband Mike Arroyo caused an
uproar when he said that the reason no journalists had been killed in

the province of Negros was because journalists there were ‘responsible

reporters’. While Filipino media outlets may go over the top once in a

while, they do not deserve Mr Arroyo’s suggestion that violence against

‘irresponsible reporters’ is justified.
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In 1942 Filipino states-
man Carlos P Romulo
became the first Asian
to win a Pulitzer Prize,
for a series of articles on
pre-WWII Asia.

Some of the hig OPM acts
have websites where you
can (sometimes) down-
load song samples. Try
www.kitchienadal.com,
www.pinikpikan.com

or www.rivermaya.net.
For OPM gossip and info
try www.philmusic.com.

KARAOKE

www.lonelyplanet.com

ARTS

Music

The Philippines’ burgeoning music scene is a phenomenon that increas-
ingly unites the diverse range of Filipinos. ‘OPM’, as Filipino music is
known (it stands for Original Pinoy Music), encompasses a wide spec-
trum of rock (‘Pinoy rock’), folk and new-age genres — plus a subgenre
that includes all three.

Embodying the latter subgenre is Pinikpikan, a sometimes-frantic fu-
sion of tribal styles and modern jam-band rock. The 11-piece band uses
a plethora of bamboo reed pipes, flutes, and percussion instruments and
sings in dialects as diverse as Visayan, French and Bicol. Grace Nono
is another artist who is squarely in the new-age jungle milieu, but she’s
a whole lot mellower. She croons deeply spiritual lyrics in a strangely
melodic tribal squawk.

Moving toward the Pinoy rock mainstream, the eponymous band fronted
by Bamboo dominates the air waves — and, even more tellingly, the cover-
band playlists. The slightly grungy rockers weigh in with a heady mixture
of political invective and ballads laden with angst-ridden garage rock. Even
more popular is the sometimes sweet, sometimes surly diva Kitchie Nadal,
who is starting to tour internationally. Rounding out the big three is the
agreeable Rivermaya, formerly fronted by Bamboo. One rung down on
the popularity charts, Cynthia Alexander and Barbie Almalbis supply Lisa
Loeb-style ballads. All of the above sing in both Filipino and English.

The heyday of Pinoy rock was 30 years ago, when blues-rock outfits
like the Juan de la Cruz Band, Anakbayan and Maria Cafra ruled the
roost. These '70s bands looked and sounded the part, with long hair,
bandanas and endless, soulful electric-guitar riffs. The Juan de la Cruz
Band, which incidentally counted no ‘Juan de la Cruz’ (equivalent to ‘Joe
Blow’ in English) among its members, is credited with inventing Pinoy
rock by busting out lyrics in Filipino — the first big act to do so. From
those humble origins evolved the Eraserheads, the country’s first modest
international success. This four-man band, known as the Philippines’
Beatles, rose to prominence in the early '90s with catchy guitar-heavy alt
rock. There’s also the Philippines’ U2 — The Dawn, a vaguely new age '80s
band — and the Philippines’ Elvis, '60s actor-singer Eddie Mesa.

Folk music has solid roots in the Philippines. Freddie Aguilar’s ‘Anak’, a
song about parent-child relations, propelled him to fame at the beginning
of the People Power revolution in the 1980s. Joey Ayala and his sister,
Cynthia Alexander, play progressive folk infused with tribal elements.
Aguilar plays frequently at his bar, Fame, in Tagaytay, while Cynthia
Alexander runs Conspiracy Bar in Quezon City.

Many Westerners would sooner have their wisdom teeth removed without anaesthetic than
spend an evening listening to inebriated amateurs pay homage to Celine Dion and Julio Iglesias.
But when Filipinos want to unwind, they often do it with karaoke — or ‘videoke’ as it's known
throughout the Philippines.

Filipinos are unabashed about belting out a tune, whenever and wherever, alone or in com-
pany. They pursue the craft without a hint of irony, which means that criticising or making fun
of someone’s performance is decidedly taboo, and may even provoke violence.

With all that videoke going on it can be awfully hard to find peace and quiet in certain tourist
hot spots. If loud, unmelodious singing grates like fingernails on a blackboard, stick to resorts
run by foreigners, which tend to be less videoke-friendly.
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Dating from the late 19th century, the kundiman genre, with its bitter-
sweet themes of love, fate and death, remains one of the best-loved modes
of musical expression in the Philippines. Traditional musical instruments
used in kundiman include the kudyapi, a hauntingly melodic lute, and
the kulintang, a row of small gongs mounted on a langkungan, a resonat-
ing platform.

One Filipino performer who has won international acclaim is Lea
Salonga, the original Miss Saigon. Cecile Licad has likewise built herself
a name globally, principally in Japan, the USA and Europe, as an inter-
preter of the piano music of Chopin and Schumann. A good overview of
the classical music scene can be found at www.culturalcenter.gov.ph.

Cinema & TV

Southeast Asia’s most prolific and diverse film industry is undergoing a
profound transition. The country’s mainstream studios put out fewer than
40 movies in 2004, down from an all-time high of 297 in 1997. Big-budget
foreign films are the main culprit, although the local film industry’s failure
to shed its low-brow, action-flick straitjacket has plenty to do with it.

The flip side is that an independent film industry is starting to emerge,
although finding screenings of indy films can be a challenge. A couple of
malls in Manila, SM Megamall and Robinsons Place, regularly dedicate
a screen to digitally produced independent films, but they usually run
without subtitles. There’s also the Manila Film Festival in December.

Of the Filipino directors, Erik Matti and Jeffrey Jeturian do some good
work for the big studios; Jon Redd is an indy director to look out for.

The movie industry’s golden age was the 1950s, when Filipino films
won countless awards and Manila was Asia’s undisputed movie capital.
Things tapered off in the 1960s but peaked again in the 1970s as the
industry found a voice amid the repressive censorship of the Marcos
regime. The '80s saw thousands of low-budget, shoot-"'em-up thrillers
churned out by big Manila studios imitating Hollywood. Such films only
became more popular when sex was introduced into the equation in the
'90s — a genre dubbed ‘bold’.

Over the years, the Philippines has also served as a backdrop for many
big foreign films, most notably Apocalypse Now and Platoon.

As for TV, the two big national networks, GMA and ABS-CBN, com-
pete fiercely for audience through Filipino-language programming aimed
at the lowest common denominator. Racy Latin American—style variety
shows, cheap local soaps and action movies are all common. Cable TV
has plenty of both good and awful American and British programming.

Literature

The grandfather of Filipino literature was national hero José Rizal (p26).
His groundbreaking 1887 work Noli Me Tangere (Touch Me Not) and
its 1891 sequel, El Filibusterismo (The Reign of Greed), continue to
interest modern readers with their detailed and insightful observations
of Filipino society under Spanish rule. Rizal's Mi Ultimo Adios (My Last
Farewell), penned in Spanish on the eve of his execution in 1896, is a
masterpiece of verse.

Literature was primarily a religious tool under the Spanish, who banned
the works of perceived nationalists like Rizal and the 19th-century epic-
poet Francisco Balagtas, one of the first Filipinos to write in Filipino.
Then the Americans came and brought their brand of crisp storytelling
with them. The American influence remained strong after WWII, when
the giants of modern Filipino English-language literature emerged: Nick
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Cavite, directed by a pair
of Filipino Americans, is

a low-budget political
thriller that transplants
the viewer to the swelter-
ing streets of Manila. It
did the international film
festival rounds in 2005.

The Great Raid (2005),
about the rescue of 500
American POWs from a
camp north of Manila
in WWII, was shot in
Australia but features
several popular Filipino
actors, including Cesar
Montano.

Crying Ladies (2003),

a comedy about three
women offered jobs to
sob at a Chinese wake,
showcases hot new Fili-
pino director Mark Meily
and the country’s top
actress, Sharon Cuneta.
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As soccer is to Brazilians, beauty pageants are to Filipinos. And when you combine beauty pageants
with environmental awareness you get the Manila-based Miss Earth. This contest, where women
from around the world compete for the title, has dozens of smaller feeder pageants throughout
the country, the winners of which achieve local acclaim and temporary honours. (Miss Manila 1953,
Imelda Marcos, is of course an example of a pageant queen who ascended to greater heights.)
Miss Earth is a pageant with a cause, and the candidates are expected to get involved with the
Department of Tourism’s efforts in promoting the country domestically and abroad.

In the casual interview category in Miss Earth, university engineering student Marie Sizjiarto,
the 2004 Miss Philippines winner, stated ‘I would try to put nature in the hearts of people.’ The
runner-up’s slightly less poetic response ‘to vanquish the inimical attitude of the people towards
the environment’ might have cost her the victory.

Ghosts of Manila (1994)
by James Hamilton-
Paterson is a chilling yet
entertaining ‘docufiction’
of life, death and the
corrupt chains binding
Filipinos in the city's
slums.

Movie stars, generals and
nobodies form a weird
pastiche of characters in
Jessica Hagedorn's dark
comedy Dogeaters (1990),
a thinly veiled look at

life in Manila during the
pivotal 1960s and 1970s.

Joaquin, the avant-garde poet José Garcia Villa and F Sionil Jose, whose
voluminous works depict the struggles of ordinary Filipinos and skewer
the privileged class’s pretensions. Other favourite targets of Jose’s novels
are the Spaniards, the Americans and Marcos.

A number of expatriate writers have written books set in Manila that
are fun to read while visiting.

Architecture

Since long before the Spanish arrived, the simple, utilitarian nipa hut has
defined Filipino architecture. The most basic nipa hut is made of wood
and bamboo, with a roof of palm thatch — cool and breezy in hot weather
and easily repaired if damaged by typhoons.

The Spanish brought new forms of architecture, such as the bahay na
bato (stone house) and squat, fortresslike ‘earthquake-baroque’ churches.
But the basic design of the nipa hut endured. By the 19th century,
Filipinos of means were building hybrid residences that mixed Spanish
and Asian styles with elements of the nipa hut. These composite struc-
tures, distinguishable by their capiz-shell windows and huge upstairs
sala (living room), remain the most elegant and distinctive architectural
specimens the Philippines has to offer. The Spanish colonial city of Vigan
(p147) is the best place to view them, although you will sometimes stum-
ble across fine examples in the most remote barangays.

The American era was characterised by neoclassical architecture, evi-
dent in many of Manila’s government buildings. During the 1930s, local
architects introduced novel forms of art deco to the urban landscape,
such as the Metropolitan Theater in Manila (p77). The 1970s saw the
emergence of the massive ferro-concrete creations of Leandro Locsin,
who designed the Cultural Center of the Philippines (p82) and the Cen-
tral Bank of the Philippines. Today the contemporary urban landscape
is dominated by tinted-glass high-rises such as the corporate buildings
along Ayala Ave in Makati and the residential towers of Fort Bonifacio.

Theatre

The older, wiser brother of the local movie industry, Filipino theatre
evolved from marathon chants and epic legends, such as the Ifugao hudhud
(p175), recited by early Filipinos. In the 17th century the Spaniards intro-
duced sinakulos — passion plays depicting the life and death of Christ —
to convert the locals to Christianity. Other early forms of theatre were
the moro-moro, which glorified the Christian struggle against Muslims
in the 19th century, and a light, localised musical form known as sar-
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suela, which was used to protest American occupation at the outset of
the 20th century.

When the Americans arrived, English became the language of the na-
tional theatrical scene. The journalist, novelist and playwright Nick Joaquin
wrote his signature work, Portrait of a Young Artist as a Filipino, in 1951.
Other important playwrights of the 20th century were Rolando Tinio, whose
Filipino adaptations of English-language classics such as Shakespeare’s tra-
gedies remain unparalleled in their field; and Rene Villanueva, best known
for his children’s books but also highly regarded as a playwright.

Contemporary playwrights blend tradition with the issues of the day.
The Philippine Educational Theater Association (PETA) has an excel-
lent development program for up-and-coming playwrights. Relatively
recent productions include Nick Pichay’s modern adaptation of the hud-
hud, and Floy Quintos’ satirical Fluid, which skewers Manila’s social
climber—laced arts scene.

Painting & Sculpture

The most recognisable form of artwork in the Philippines is centuries old
and, in fact, wasn’t conceived as artwork; the bulol, the sacred wood figures
carved by the Ifugao, have for centuries been used to guard rice fields. The
names of the sculptors were rarely recorded, but elder Ifugao can often
identify the sculptor of original bulol based on the statue’s style. Reproduc-
tions of these powerful statues flood souvenir shops across