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Truth is a base in the triangle of discourse and power. Through the
“production, accumulation, circulation and functioning” of discourse,
power is exercised.! Readers are interpellated into accepting truths, which
are based on power relations permeating and constituting society.2
Through discursive power, questionable truths are unquestioningly ac-
cepted. Since deconstruction “demands that we rethink the terms in which
we formulate” the world, it is particularly effective in the examination
of the patriarchal order imposed by literary texts.3

Maximo Kalaw's The Filipino Rebel: A Romance of American Oc-
cupation in the Philippines (published in 1929) is a novel about Philip-
pine history from 1898 to 1929-—from the battle of Manila Bay to the
establishment of Americanh hegemony in the Philippines. In his preface,
the author bestows authenticity on the “events and facts presented” and
declares objectivity in the presentation of ideas of ““the prominent his-
torical figures of the period”’: Emilio Aguinaldo, Apolinario Mabini,
Pedro Paterno, Antonio Luna, Manuel Quezon and Sergio Osmefia.* Even
while truth is presented as truth, even before truth is dressed by fiction,
the list of ‘‘prominent historical figures” is limited to males and
ilustrados. Excluded are two vital movers in Philippine history: women
and peasants.

The core of indigenous communities in the Philippines were and
are women. In pre-Hispanic Philippines, the family was a self-sufficient
subsistence unit of production and consumption. Thus, there was no
need to create relations of dependence. Since the concept of private prop-
erty did not exist, the concept of woman as property of man had no
social basis for existing.> Women enjoyed equality in: access to produc-
tion resources; ‘‘inheritance rights” to communal property; opportunity
for education; divorce before the law; liberty of movement; and posi-
tions of leadership. The triumvirate leadership of indigenous Philippine
society consisted of the economic czar called the daru, the technical
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expert called the panday, and the supernatural mediator and healer called
the babaylan. The position of babaylan was occupied mostly by women;
the only men who become babaylans were those who were more female
~ than male, such as hermaphrodites, homosexuals and old men.b

Since the Filipino woman was the essence of the babaylans, and
since the babaylans performed the function claimed by the friars, women/
babaylans had to be subdued. People clung to these obstacles to the
Christianization of the Philippines. Those who healed, interpreted na-
ture, mediated between God and man were interpellated as bruha or
mangkukulam, capable of bruhedia (witchcraft) and hitchederia or
kulam.” The term bruha cleverly excludes males and accuses females
of sorcery. Those who revolted against Spanish rule were similarly
interpellated as fulisanes o ladrones (bandits, thieves or criminals).’
Babaylans who formed their own communities in areas beyond Spanish
control were also called tulisanes. Other babaylans joined rebellions
such as that by Waray Tupung in the sixteenth century.® By the first half
of the seventeenth century, the high position of women in the Philip-
pines had been eradicated by the Spaniards. The subjugation of Filipino
women heralded the subjugation of the Filipino race.

The high esteem for women in pre-colonial Philippines was af-
firmed in the vision of the free new nation of Katagalugan. The Kartilya
confirmed that women were part of the kapatiran of the people and that
they were equal to men. Apolinario Mabini's “Programa Political de la
Republica Filipina:, Section 16 and 17 of Article I'’ stated that women
had the right to: vote, hold office, and study in colleges, and practice
professions. It was therefore logical for women to actively participate in
the struggle for national independence and sovereignty. The women's
branch of the Katipunan served not only to deflect the enemy's attention
during the meetings of the katipuneros but also to expand the member-
ship of the Katipunan.'® Aside from spying, passing information and
sewing flags, many katipuneras actually fought side by side with men;
they operated Lantakas, dug trenches, and died in actual combat. Upon
the outbreak of war, even those women who were not members of the
Katipunan, enlisted in the army, donned men's clothes, and joined the
battles. Melchora Aquino, Gregoria de Jesus, Gregoria Montoya, Agueda
Kahabagan, Trinidad Tecson, are only a few of the many who fought
and died in the Revolution against Spain and the War against America.
The names and deeds of Filipino heroines must still be inscribed in the
annals of Philippine history.
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In the historical and literary discourse that is The Filipino Rebel,
the woman involuntarily becomes part of a small beleaguered guerrilla
unit in the continuing war against America. For pretending to be the
wife of a fugitive who leaps into her barrio home, the young woman
Josefa is taken prisoner, her left hand tied to the right hand of Major
Juanito Lecaroz in the American captors' parody of the false marriage
and imposition of ““a honeymoon”. (50-51)

It is Josefa who successfully engineers and leads their escape. As a
guerrilla, she is admirable: aside from her “ability to revitalize her com-
rades by her fortitude and spirit”, her stories and her songs, she acts as
decoy in ambushes for provisions. She explains her refusal of Juanito's
offer of a scholarship after the war: ““We women of the barrio. . .find
consolation in serving our country.” ‘“‘But the minute we expect mate-
rial recompense in return, like the one you propose, our work ceases to
be patriotic.”’(61) The peasant woman's commitment to her country is
thus simply stated as it is spontaneously practised. However, once wooed
and won by Juanito, she focuses her entire existence on him alone, she
refuses to join Juanito in Manila where idyllic love between a peasant
and an ilustrado could not survive. She sacrifices her happiness so as
not to tax his precarious financial position and social position by her
presence. He vows that once he has arranged his affairs, *‘I shall come
and get you.” (75) Because ‘‘her happiness depended on her ability to
adjust herself to. . . Juanito's world”, and because she believed and re-
solved that she “‘must be worthy of him”, she ““threw all her soul” into
transforming herself. Considering herself as his legal wife, she enrolls
in an American public school and zealously learns the social skills neces-
sary for high government society.

A woman's endeavor to adjust to the man she loves is deemed ad-
mirable in the text—as in life. No longer central to herself and to her
community, the new Filipina was constituted to become “her father's
meek daughter, her husband's faithful subject, the Church's obedient
servant.”’!! In The Filipino Rebel, the raison d'etre of the woman is the
man. Josefa becomes a guerrilla not through her own volition but through
his capture. From her first encounter with the man, she enters bondage,
of which the manacles to him are a perfect if involuntary symbol. She
serves as an inspiring and outstanding guerrilla as long as he remains
with her. She relinquishes the fight for freedom when he surrenders. She
changes from a fiercely independent freedom fighter to a besotted fe-
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male training for servitude as a bourgeois wife. She spends four years to
transform herself ““from the rustic country maiden of the revolution—
unschooled, but with inherent intelligence, charming in her simplicity,
and unaffected by city life’” into ““a refined and well-educated city girl,
speaking both Spanish and English fairly well.”’(96)

Total abdication of the woman to the man—particularly pain and
humiliation—is anticipated as a romantic event in the course of life. In
the name of love, the woman embraces lifetime vassalage. Her “‘pri-
mary domain’’ becomes the household of the man; her honorific title is
“wife” and ““mother”, but she is no more than the head servant, “effec-
tively exploited and subordinated”, her ‘‘domestic labor. . .unpaid and
undervalued.”” 12 It is socialization and not instinct that provides
fulfillment to the woman who is a satisfied partner in her own exploita-
tion. “Excluded from all participation in social production,”!3 she accom-
plishes with zealous fanaticism the narrow sphere of reproduction as-
signed to her.

However, the ambitious Juanito abandons her and their son to marry
the daughter of a wealthy and politically powerful godfather. At the news,
Josefa cries, “What is there left for me to do in this world but to die?
Life is all darkness to me now.”’(106) “To see someone else take the
honor of becoming the wife of Juanito for which she had been preparing
all these years” would “‘kill all her incentive.”’(109) She therefore flees
to the United States. Even in her flight from the private to the public
sphere, Josefa names herself ‘“Juanita’, signifying her continuing
interpellation of herself as a man-centered woman. In “the land of op-
portunity”, “she would attain success and distinction so that she could
return to the Philippines a woman of whom even Juanito, in his own
selfish political ambition, would have to sit up and take notice.”’(109)
“She would go a nobody, but would come back a somebody. She would
show Juanito that the girl who came from the barrio, of a social class

below his, if given the opportunity, could rise to a high level.”(111)

Thirty years later, the female peasant—acclaimed as “‘one of the
greatest, if not the greatest” of living Filipino women by Americans and
Filipinos alike—triumphantly returns.(201) She “visits’’ the Philippines
in order “‘to keep her in touch’ with her people ‘“whose desires” she
intends “‘to voice in America.” (204) However, she is no longer repre-
sentative of her “people”. She has become merely the spokesperson
and apologist for America:
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I am here to bring the glad tidings and best wishes of millions of
American women. The women of America are eager to help us in
our campaign for women's rights. They are also willing to help us,
in return for co-operation [sic], in our struggle for the emancipation
of our country. We should not forget that the women of America
have equal rights with men, and that they can be of tremendous

help in winning America to our cause.(209)

Having contracted nationalist amnesia, Josefa claims that the Ameri-
can people, a “just and liberty-living people” neglect the Philippine
nationalist cause only because Filipinos ‘‘have not done enough to arouse
their attention.”’(203) Since she has returned partly on behalf of the
Woman Suffrage Association of America, she campaigns for women's
suffrage in the Philippines. The vital cause of Philippine independence
is lost in the narrow issue of the political rights of women, which she
mistakes for ‘“the cause of my country.” Josefa personifies the assimila-
tion and co-optation of Filipinos, including women, through the combi-
nation of the public school and the pensionado system. Filipino wom-
en's organizations such as the Asociacion Feminista llongga, the Na-
tional Federation of Women's Club, the Liga Feminista de la Paz and
the Liga Nacional de Damas Filipinas which supported the suffragette
movement were actually essential conduits in the pacification campaign
of the Americans. Women were finally granted the right to vote in 193514
but Philippine independence was granted legally only after Manila was
so devastated as to become the second most ruined city of World War II.

While the elite were thus effectively co-opted by the Americans,
the peasants continued resistance through radical anti-imperialist move-
ments such as the Colorum and the Sakdal. In the anti-Japanese war,
peasant women were indispensable; they provided essential support in
munitions supply, intelligence work, and communications.!3 Peasants
and women were therefore dynamic participants in the making of Philip-
pine history.

Even in the denouement of The Filipino Rebel, the woman is vin-
dicated not only by phenomenal success in the public sphere but also by
the regained affection and esteem of the man in the private sphere. Be-
cause she has remained ‘‘sweet, docile, obedient, self sacrificing,” she
is loved and admired by all, including the man who scorned her. She is
the ideal Filipino woman immortalized by Jose Rizal in Noli Me Tangere
which according to Carmen Guerrero Nakpil is the ‘“greatest misfortune
to have befallen Filipino women in the last one hundred years.” 16
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Literature, history, literary criticism are part of the powerful cul-
tural armory contributing to women's disempowerment. The true ideal
Filipino woman—a dynamic productive historical force unfettered by
illusions of romance and second to no man-—must be drawn in all dis-
course. Women must begin ““to fiction” their own truth.!? Philippine
literature can resonate myths chanted by the babaylans. History would
record women as active leaders at the core of their communities. Liter-
ary criticism would charge the patriarchal order with the insidious colo-
nization and exploitation of women under cover of emotions upheld by
institutions. Discourse would contribute to the shaping of a new con-
sciousness and to the articulation of a new order—that for which the
women fought alongside the katipuneros—an order where all are free
and equal regardless of creed, color and gender.
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