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POSTCOLONIAL SUFFERANCE

P a trick  D . F lores

Instan tia ting  a postco lonial ru p tu re  within the discourse o f colonialism as a 
civilizing m ission, Salud A lgabre, a leading light o f  a social m ovem ent against 
the  A m ericans in  the  1930s, ap p reh en d s  -  or, b e tte r  still, beholds -  the colo­
nial ch u rch  an d  the  d o m in io n  w ithin its pale as a “culture o f te rro r and  space 
o f d e a th :” It is an  old  tow n -  a very old  town. In  fact, th e re  is a golden 
b e ll... D uring  sum m er, w hen the  w ater was clear, you could see down through 
the  dep ths, dow n to w here it lies. T he reason they disposed o f it was because 
m others  -  early in th e ir p regnancy  -  would give b irth  prem aturely  up o n  hear­
ing  it toll.

O ne o f the reasons my ancestors rebelled was to protest against the church 
th a t possessed th a t bell. W hen  th e  Spaniards cam e they fo rced  the people to 
bu ild  th e ir chu rch . M any w ere killed by the  Spaniards -  flogged to death, 
th e re  on  the  sho re  w here th e  ch u rch  was built. (Flores, 1998)

If we are to consider the  category o f aesthetics as the en co u n te r between 
th e  body an d  th e  w orld a lo n g  with the social en g ag em en t o f the senses, 
A lgabre’s m em ory revises n o t only the im agination o f colonialism , but the 
very condition  o f  its possibility to m ake worlds appear; to m ake colonial worlds 
m aterialized  in specific em bod im en ts o f sight (“golden  bell”), sound  (“toll”), 
ac tion  (“fo rced ,” “killed ,” “flogged to d ea th ”), and  feeling (“rebelled”). This 
sam e m em ory may also “dispose o f ’ colonialism in this flash recollection made 
in  a sum m er o f ep iphany  “w hen the w ater was clear (and) you could see down 
th ro u g h  the d ep th s .” N icholas Dirks states tha t “if colonialism  is a cultural 
fo rm ation , th en  also cu ltu re  is a colonial fo rm ation .” (Dirks, 1992) A lgabre’s 
narratives can speak only a t once  o f the re-presentation o f the colonial dis­
course and  o f its in stan tia tion  as a ru p tu re  that aborts (“give b irth  prem a­
turely”). T he co lonized body prefigures term ination  and  postness; the “colo­
n ia l” is always p laced  retroactively (Foster, 1996) and  preposterously (Bal, 1999), 
u n d e r  duress to renew  itself a t the  m om en t o f “d ea th ” on the “shore where 
the  chu rch  was b u ilt.”
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In d iscerning the  postcolonial in flection  in P h ilipp ine con tem porary  art, 
we read  A lgabre as a passage o f suffering. In  A lgabre’s fiction, colonialism  is 
suffered; suffering proves to be a sa lien t sen tim en t in  postcolonial subject 
making. T o  dram atize the perfo rm ance  o f suffering, a rt criticism  an d  history 
converse with the discipline o f an th ropo logy  in  o rd e r  to  re-transact the  p ro b ­
lem atic o f aesthetics with a specific consciousness o f  “a r t” which rep roaches 
issues on  prem ises o f distinction an d  d iscrim ination .

Theoretical Interests

C onstance Classen in  the essay “F o u ndations fo r an  A nthropo logy  o f the 
Senses” peels o ff layer after layer o f im ped im ents to the rapprochement betw een 
an thropology and  aesthetics: the n o tio n  th a t senses are p recu ltu ra l; the  p ri­
macy o f sight as access to the w orld o f  senses an d  the  acm e o f the  h u m an  
faculties; and, the conceptual fram ew orks based  on  speech an d  aurality, oral- 
ity and  literacy o r verbal skills taken  as govern ing  operations o f  m eaning . 
C lassen’s critique inevitably uncovers the  m oral econom y o f  aesthetics as it 
was con tem plated  by its found ing  fa thers an d  its long  line o f  heirs; she quotes 
Friedrich Schiller: “as long as m an is still a savage h e  enjoys by m eans o f tac­
tile senses.” (Classen 1997, p. 405) M ore telling  is Edw ard L ong’s observation 
that Africans’ “faculties o f smell are truly bestial, n o r  less is th e ir  com m erce 
with the  o th e r sex; in these acts they  are  as lib id inous an d  sham eless as 
m onkeys.’’(Classen 1997, p. 405) Surely, aesthetics as a category o f  experi­
ence is n o t simply re la ted  to the senses, o r  to  a construc tion  o f cu ltu re  o r 
society; it is also, as W.J.T. M itchell argued , w hen it relates to a gaze a t “a 
foundational m om ent in the co nstruc tion  o f  th e  social.” (M itchell 1995, p. 
293)

At the heart o f  these reconsidera tions is the  category o f suffering as a 
conjunctional em otion  th a t coo rd ina tes the  s tru c tu re  o f pain  an d  is a t the 
sam e tim e the structuring  an d  s tru c tu red  cond itions w herein  pa in  bathes it­
self. Social an thropology has m odified  the  term s o f  the  debate  p red icating  
suffering as an  agency in everyday life, ra th e r  th an  seeing it as an  essentialist 
estim ation of will. V eena Das po in ts o u t th a t Leibniz in 1517 was the  first 
scholar to systematize explanations o f  suffering based  on  the know ledge o f 
theodicy, picking up  the th read  via W eber, who h ad  th o u g h t o f suffering  as a 
God rationalization, connecting  it with exp lanations o f the u n ju st d istribu­
tion o f suffering in the world. Such m in d se t finds its m ost p red ic tab le  solu­
tion in an  eschatology o r salvation afte r life, w hich m eans in  dea th . Clifford 
G eertz sees suffering as “the experien tia l cha llenge in whose face the m ean­
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ingfulness o f a p articu la r p a tte rn  of life th rea tens to dissolve” (Das 1997, p. 
564); as a co n ten tio n  th e re fo re  th a t seeks adjudication n o t in the evasion 
from  suffering, b u t in its susten ta tion  in religion. Its indispensability derives 
from  “systems o f m ean in g  an d  patterns o f sociality” (Das 1997, p. 564) offer­
ing  itself to  those w ho m ust suffer to m ake their lives m eaningful or culturally 
in tellig ib le. F rom  these studies, Das argues, suffering com es in to  play, in  a 
clim ate o f  tension , betw een, on  o n e  hand , its s tructuring  pow er to organize 
p eo p le  a ro u n d  m oral com m unities in search o f salvation an d  spiritual refine­
m ent, an d , on  the  o th er, with the  ind ic tm en t o f this power; the  indictm ents 
inflict pain  th ro u g h  b u reau cra tic  rem edies, which in the last instance only 
su p p lem en t the  lack o f ju stice  an d  law an d  therefo re  perfo rm  the repetition  
o f its inversion. W ith a sensitive app roach  to the “political econom y o f injury 
an d  com passion” to w hich the  lives o f the am putees on th e  Thai-Cam bodia 
b o rd e r a re  subjected , Lindsay F rench  com m ents on how theodical knowl­
edge collapsed in  th e  face o f “scarce resources and  overw helm ing political 
p rio rities,” so th a t “suffering  o ften  seem ed only to bring m ore  suffering, in  a 
dow nw ard spiral. K arm a...seem ed  to close in on am putees with a sense of 
im m utab le destiny.” (F rench  1994, p. 92)

We ven tu re  in to  this territo ry  to resettle the discussion o f aesthetic p ro ­
duction  an d  its sem iotic h ab ita t with its perform ative aren a  o f experience. 
Das defines suffering  as the  “assem blage o f hum an  problem s that have their 
origins an d  consequences in  th e  devastating injuries that social forces inflict 
on  h u m an  ex p erien ce .” (Das 1997, p. 571) A rthu r K leinm an regards suffer­
ing as the  dialectical twist to resistance (Kleinm an 1995, p. 126); the resis­
tance to the  practice o f  ex p erien ce  o f life’s flow. This d isrup tion  o f well-being 
com es in  the  form  o f “c o n tin g en t m isfortunes, routin ized form s o f suffering, 
an d  suffering  resu lting  from  ex trem e conditions, such as survivorship o f the 
H olocaust o r  the  atom  bom b o r the  C am bodian genocide o r C h ina’s Cul­
tu ral R evolution.” (K leinm an 1995, p. 1010) C om ing from  such definition, 
Das posits th a t suffering is socially inscribed, executed  th ro u g h  writing, law, 
an d  the  body. Inasm uch  as suffering  im plicates bo th  the self and  the world, 
Das is w illing to steer th ro u g h  th e  gap betw een private pain  and  collective 
good and  action. In  o th e r  words, while we are in favor o f  this idea, hop ing  
th a t suffering may co o rd in a te  collective struggle against m anifold forms of 
oppression , we m ust rem a in  at the same time skeptical ab o u t how the state, 
relig ion , the  m arket, an d  m ed ia  can re-functionalised this collectivity and 
transcode it in a com m o n  sacrifice for the so-called “com m on good.” Das 
gives us a cogen t exam ple:

“In  the  case o f  bio-m edical technologies, new and experim ental tech­
nologies are often tested  on  such populations as term inally ill patients, prison
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populations, prostitu tes -  in o th e r w ords on  those who are  defined  as social 
waste -  in  the hope th a t the technologies w ould increase the  well-being o f 
people in  the fu tu re ... lesser h arm  can  be in flicted  fo r fu tu re  g rea te r good. 
In giving precise definitions to h arm  an d  good, however, science an d  state 
may en d  u p  m aking an alliance in  w hich the  suffering o f those defined  as 
social waste is ap p ro p ria ted  for projects o f a good  society in  th e  fu tu re .” (Das 
1997, p. 570)

Still, such a p red icam en t will n o t d e te r  us from  ex p lo ring  the  possibility 
o f  com m isera tion , a co n ten tio n a l a n d  co n te s te d  so lidarity  p rem ised  on 
“sh ared ” pain. Das rem arks: “In th e  en d  one can  only say th a t while th e  own­
ership  o f o n e ’s pain rests always with o n ese lf -  so th a t n o  o n e  speaking  on  
b eha lf o f the person  in pain  has a rig h t to ap p ro p ria te  it fo r som e o th e r  use 
(e.g. fo r knowledge, for justice, fo r c rea ting  a b e tte r  society o f the  fu tu re ) -  
there  is a way, however, in  which I m ay len d  my body to  reg ister th e  pa in  o f 
the o th e r.” (Das 1997, p. 572)

Suffering, according to Das, posits pedagogy. It is a disciplinary practice 
tha t deconstructs the constitu tion  o f  th e  social m an d ate  th ro u g h  acts o f  le­
gitim ation and illegitim ation in th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f labor; it is a m ode o f ac­
tion and  practice th a t com pels the  suffering  ag en t to p rep a re  itself fo r a pos­
sible dissem ination. This is the cause o f suffering. Das buttresses this reflec­
tion by citing P ierre Clastres, who fram es suffering  sustained in to rtu re  as a 
ritual o f initiation: a m ark o f belongingness, m em bersh ip , and  investiture. 
D urkheim  asserts tha t the body is a site n o t only o f subjection, b u t o f  its very 
subjectivity, n o t only o f a realization o f th e  violence, b u t the  very stuff tha t 
convulses as it is “transform ed violently in  in itia tion  ritual.” (Das 1997, p. 565) 
M arx insisted that the “body is p laced  w ithin the  political econom y d e te rm in ­
ing th e  conditions u n d e r which suffering  is p ro d u ced  an d  d is trib u ted .” (Das
1997, p. 566). T he already q u o ted  D urkheim , po in ts o u t fu r th e r th a t suffer­
ing as an  inscription in  and  o f the  subject does n o t flesh itself o u t to “re p re ­
sent an  object, b u t to bear witness to  th e  fact th a t a certa in  n u m b er o f ind i­
viduals partic ipate in the same m oral life.” (Das 1997, p. 565)

In  this overview o f  recen t theory  on  suffering, it is w orth paying h eed  to 
Nancy Scheper-H ughes’s adam antine position  th a t suffering m akes sense only 
within a cultural econom y. H er study o f m o thers who do  n o t w eep for th e ir 
dead  ch ild ren  in  Alto de C ruzeiro in  Brazil alters o u r m ost cherished  assum p­
tions o f “m aternality ,” “wom an e th o s,” an d  filial “b o n d in g .” She cau tions us 
that the  negations o f  these assum ptions shou ld  n o t be seen as “u n n a tu ra l, 
inhum an, or unwomanly, bu t ra th e r as reasonab le  responses to un reasonab le  
constrain ts and  contingencies.” (Scheper-H ughes 1992, p. 400) P roceed ing  
from  an unequivocally m aterialist perspective, Scheper-H ughes deals with how
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this aspect o f Brazilian cu ltu re  gives im portance to the  concep tion  of having 
m any ch ild ren  th a t is ro o ted  in th e  expectation  tha t only few will survive, with 
investm ent in  those with th e  best chance to m ake it. She con tends that raising 
children  in the eyes o f Brazilian m others is n o t governed by free-m arket m echa­
nisms w hich array investm ents in  this o r tha t child in balance sheets. Raising 
ch ild ren  is always seen  as an  ac t balanced  against the  po ten tia l for loss and 
survival, which com es to  term s with the ever-present possibility of death , as a 
destiny in the  ubiquity  o f everyday life. Crucial in her study are tropes of 
suffering  an d  the  aesthetic  o f con fron ting  it, in an  active negotiation o f grief. 
She poin ts out, fo r instance, th a t the  dead  child is transform ed into an angel 
an d  th a t a be lie f persists th a t w eeping delays the  flight of the  child  from  earth  
to heaven. We have to  be rem in d ed  here  o f Fenella C annell’s p robe o f the 
“language o f bereavem ent” in a Bicolano com m unity in the Philippines, which 
posits th a t pity expressed  in w eeping, ritualistic o r as individual grief, consti­
tu tes d an g er fo r those who p erfo rm  such an act an d  for those who receive it. 
T h e  repression  o f  w eeping  form s an  absence o f grief, while the inability to 
weep en g en d ers  illness. But, on  the  o th e r hand , if grief is given full play, it 
likewise induces illness in  the  form  o f soul-loss: the person seized by grief 
becom es like the  d ead  person . Pity, therefo re , is the ro o t o f danger: “The 
dead  pull the living tow ards them , and  the living m ust resist.” (C annell 1991, 
p. 271) T he possibility o f  loss, re ite ra ted  by pity and  practiced  in memory, is 
resisted  by a form  o f  b ereav em en t tha t aims to “forget the dead, avoid their 
in te n tio n s , a n d  to  s e p a ra te  fro m  th em  e x c e p t in occasio n a l e n c o u n ­
ters.” (C annell 1991, p. 266) T hese  encoun ters do n o t lead  to a teleology of 
the  afterlife as a final abode , b u t to the practice o f dis-m em bering through  
loss, and  re-m em bering  th ro u g h  leaving: death  is “n o t clearly focused on  the 
afterlife,” b u t ra th e r on  “re la tions betw een the dead  and  the  living, betw een 
the  perm eability  o f  b arriers  betw een the two, and  the p rob lem  o f achieving a 
co rrec t separa tion .” (C annell 1991, p. 269) How can grieving people effect 
such a separation  in  the  co n tex t o f  an encounter? C annell suggests that pity 
can be converted  th ro u g h  red em p tio n  and  g leaned  in the  cult of the Dead 
Christ, which, because h e  “has overcom e the grave”(Cannell 1991, p. 305) 
has resisted the pull o f the  d ead  and  is able to negate such a danger. The 
D ead  C hrist, th e re fo re , lives as a public im age and  transform s pity from  an 
agency o f d an g er to an  agency o f transform ation: “It is no t only a process of a 
devotional c o n tra c t...in  w hich th e  sharing  o f suffering p roduces the re tu rn  
gift o f  healing; it is also a process o f mangarog, o f  becom ing like Christ, Mary 
an d  the  o th e r figures, tak ing  on  th e ir clothes, gestures an d  words, and  so 
transform s oneself.” (C annell 1991, p. 306)

Kleinm an strikes th e  vital vein o f  this survey o f anthropological literature
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on suffering with the  politics o f experience , w hich is the  “fe lt flow” o f the 
“intersubjective m edium  o f social transactions in  local m oral words.” (Kleinm an 
1995, p. 97) Kleinm an, in his reflection  on  the  intersubjectivity  o f  experience  
and  local m oral worlds, w hich p erta in  to  a universe o f certa in  claim s to  h u ­
m an dignity, has even ex tended  th e  re fram in g  o f  cu ltu re  as a logic o f  experi­
ence to the germ ane issue o f practice an d  ideological in terven tion . D efining 
suffering as “the  resu lt o f the processes o f resistance (ro u tin ized  o r cata­
strophic) to  the lived flow o f ex p e rien ce ,” (K leinm an 1994, p. 174) K leinm an 
reconsiders the term  resistance as a “w eapon o f  th e  weak” an d  o pens it to the 
charge o f m ultiple energies. Swinging from  the  reg ister o f  passive resignation  
o rda ined  by theodical knowledge to  the  partisan  acknow ledgem ent o f bear­
ing pain  as packing the pow er to d isconfirm  p rescribed  “cu res” o f  d iffe ren t 
forms, allows K leinm an to argue th a t suffering  as “resistance,” along  with its 
intersubjective experience, can be “so various, so m ultileveled, so o p en  to 
original inventions th a t in te rp re tin g  it solely as an  existential quest fo r m ean ­
ing, o r  as disguised po p u lar critique o f  d o m in an t ideology, no tw ithstand ing  
all the m oral resonance o f those foci, is in ad eq u a te .” (K leinm an 1994, p. 190)

In  Philipp ine scholarship, a m o d est co n trib u tio n  is fo reg ro u n d ed  by 
Reynaldo Ile to ’s resourceful in te rp re ta tio n s o f  the  cu ltu re  o f  C hrist’s passion 
and how it is re read  as a narrative o f revolu tion , as a “g ram m ar o f d issen t.” 
From his w atershed work Pasyon and Revolution to  m ore re cen t reflections on 
the m artyrdom  o f Benigno “N inoy” A quino, the  h u sb an d  o f fo rm er P residen t 
Corazon A quino, who p u t an  en d  to  the  d ictato rial reg im e o f F erd in an d  
Marcos, Ileto talks abou t the politics o f  pity a n d  com m iseration  ( damay) as it 
acquires local accountability in a specific struggle. Ile to ’s exp lo ra tion  o f the 
term  damay qualifies suffering as a post-colonial id iom  th a t stirs th e  peop le  or 
com m unity in, quo ting  a m etrical ro m an ce  o r awit, “pathetic  w eeping, tears, 
sighs, and  dying o f the country .” (Ile to  1977, p. 129). Such g rief o r dusa m obi­
lizes feeling  to take action, to act on , “in  a ru sh in g  m an n er ,” the  cond ition  
that m akes grief possible. Damay, th ere fo re , becom es “a social experience , a 
K atipunan (collective) experience. Since damay is a m anifesta tion  o f w hole 
and controlled  loob (inner sense), the K atipunan’s loob radiates h ea t and  flame, 
ju s t  as C h ris t a n d  o th e r  in d iv id u a ls  o f  ex e m p la ry  loob ra d ia te  liwanag  
(light).’’(Ileto 1977, p. 136) T he reap p ro p ria tio n  o f Christ as a suffering agen t 
constructs the practice o f the sufferan t o r  C h ris t’s co-sufferer; in  this case the 
struggling post-colonial subject o f  the  K atipunan  partic ipates in suffering, 
rem aking the pasyon, o r Passion o f the  bayan (n a tio n ) .

In  this b rief review o f the lite ra tu re , we have sough t to dem o n stra te  the 
polyphonic conversation betw een suffering an d  an  asp ira tion  to  address ce r­
tain obligations of kinship with an aesthetically p roduced  agency like an  o ther,
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a god, o r  a na tio n . In  the  d om ain  o f art, such a netw ork o f signals creates 
access tow ard th e  re co n cep tio n  o f pain  o r onus th a t is shared  in  the p riv a te / 
public sphere  as a m atte r o f the  collective ritual of restitu tion. T he work of 
Das on how w om en in  Ind ia  in terpose  institutional claims by perform ing  their 
pa in  in public by way o f m o u rn in g  is very helpful:

“In  th e  g en re  o f lam en ta tio n , wom en have control b o th  th rough  their 
bodies an d  th ro u g h  th e ir language -  grief is articulated  th ro u g h  the body, for 
instance, by infliction  o f grievous h u r t  on  oneself, ‘objectifying’ and  m aking 
p re sen t the  in n e r state, an d  is Finally given hom e in language. Thus the trans­
actions betw een body an d  language lead to an  articulation  o f the world in 
w hich the strangeness o f  the  w orld revealed by death , by its non-inhabitabil­
ity, can be transfo rm ed  in to  a world in which one  can dwell again, in full 
aw areness o f a life th a t has to  be lived in loss. This is one p a th  towards healing
-  w om en call such hea ling  simply the pow er to en d u re .” (Das 1996, p. 69)

A nnie E. C oom bes, m ed ita tin g  on the aesthetic o f incarceration  and  de­
ten tio n  in co n tem p o rary  a rt m aking, suggests tha t one way o f achieving well­
b e in g  is by overcom ing  traum a, w hich is re-expressed in the m aterial form  of 
“a r t.” Q u o ting  research  on  trau m a (Felm an and  Dori L aub), she posits: “As a 
way o f ‘m aste rin g ’ trau m a th e  survivor needs to objectify it and  that this can 
only occu r ‘w hen o n e  can articu la te  and  transm it the  story, literally transfer it 
to an o th e r ou tside o n ese lf an d  th en  take it back again, in side .’ Thus we may 
be unwittingly becom e a step  on  the road  to translating traum atic m em ory 
in to  narrative m em ory  th ro u g h  o u r uncom fortab le viewing o f this collection 
o f  objects-becom ing-exhibits an d  the unbearably po ignan t testim ony to which 
we necessarily give w itness.” (C oom bes 2000, p. 52)

Based on  this research , I will ch a rt o u r investigations on  Philippine con­
tem porary  a rt as a body o f work, a corpus o f feelings, an ecology o f agencies 
an d  reciprocities, following as well w hat Salud Algabre called a disposition.

Devotion to Nation

T he Philippines com m em orated  its national centenary from  1996 to 1998, 
ce leb rating  the revo lu tion  against Spain and  against the A m erican im perial­
ist in te rlu d e  o f h a lf  a cen tu ry  thereafter, as well as exposing the continu ing  
struggle against varied  form s o f  hegem onic presence in the country. Such 
a ttem p t a t reck o n in g  th e  revolu tion  in light o f sustained nation-build ing 
projects in the tim e o f g lobalization  refers to the  colonial discourse and  its 
a tten d a n t h isto riography  as a way o f contro lling  im agination. Ileto, describ­
ing  his unsettling  feeling  as he  witnessed the massive th ro n g  tha t flocked to
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the cen tenn ia l spectacle on  In d ep en d en ce  Day in J u n e  1998, cap tu res this 
post-colonial nostalgia fo r H ispanic history: “M illing th ro u g h  the crowds th a t 
th rea ten ed  to block the  passage o f the  floats u p  Roxas Boulevard, I fe lt th e re  
was som eth ing  familiar abou t the event. C ould it be  the national version o f the 
many religious processions I had  seen in M anila -  the  procession o f the Black 
Nazarene im mediately came to m ind -  and  in  the provinces particularly  du rin g  
holy week? Just as the story of C hrist unfolds in G ood Friday processions, the 
grand parade reiterated  the d om inan t narrative o f the  Filipino n a tio n .”(Ileto
1998, pp. 239-240) This calvaric aesthetic th a t choreographs processions in 
Philippine life is best caught in the centennial m ural o f Antipas Delotavo, which 
stages a m arch o f struggle th rough  history, leaving in its wake dea th  an d  set­
back, bu t ever advancing toward an unfin ished  revolution. We thus stage a t the 
outset the encoun ter between the m odern ity  o f nation , on  the one  hand , and  
the postcolonial critique tha t m akes it possible, on  th e  o ther.

This parade to which Ileto  refers -  who has stud ied  th e  local n a rra tio n  o f 
C hrist’s passion and  reads in to  it a revolutionary, due  to salvational/salvific 
reasons, u top ia -  took place after the elec tion  o f Jo sep h  Estrada, a m ovie star 
who becam e the country’s cen tenn ial an d  m illenn ium  P resident. E strada was 
deposed  in  the year 2001 th rough  an up rising  su p p o rted  by the  m ilitary es­
tablishm ent. T he central place o f the  revolt was a C atholic m o n u m en t called 
the EDSA Shrine, which was built in m em ory o f the  1986 upheaval tha t topp led  
alm ost two decades o f the infam ous M arcos regim e. T he symbols o f the  anti- 
Estrada pro test were decidedly Catholic; th e  stage, w hich was the  site o f fiery 
speeches -  prayers and  masses led by priests an d  nuns, an d  the  oath-tak ing  o f 
P resident Gloria M acapagal Arroyo -  d en o u n c in g  th e  massive co rru p tio n  and  
am orality o f Estrada, was set against a g arg an tu an  scu lp tu re o f the  Virgin 
Mary. M onths la te r on  the evening o f  E strad a’s arrest, m illions sto rm ed  the 
same shrine bu t in support o f a fallen leader; the  C atholic ch u rch  felt th a t the 
presence o f  Estrada loyalists from  the  p o o r u rb an  reg ions desecra ted  the  holy 
ground . T he seem ingly absent C atholic represen ta tives from  this “o th e r” 
largely mass-based m obilization was very telling, b u t is a story th a t p roperly  
belongs to an o th er essay. W hat is significant to  n o te  in these two cases of 
“people pow er,” as this is term ed  in the  Philipp ines, is the denial o f  the  C atho­
lic, evocatively colonial sign system, to legitim ize o r delegitim ize initiatives o f 
social movem ents.

In the  contex t o f the agenda o f  re n d e rin g  these particu la r events aes­
thetically possible, tropes, o r figurative devices, a rticu la ted  in  an  expressive 
discipline and  th ro u g h  a technology o f m ean in g  m aking, m ark  th e  colonial 
m om en t and  pursue its specters. This p a p e r  also discusses the  p ro d u c tio n  o f 
these tropes in contem porary  P h ilipp ine  art.
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A m id the frenzy o f staging th e  centenary, the G eneralita t V alenciana of 
Spain organized  a travelling exh ib ition  of contem porary  visual arts seeking to 
reflect o n  the fa llou t o f  th e  Spanish  Em pire w hen it lost the  colonies o f Cuba, 
th e  Philipp ines, an d  P u erto  Rico in  1898. T he p ro jec t was specifically signifi­
can t for the Philippines as its c u rren t culture was placed against various streams 
o f criss-crossing in te rac tions with the  H ispanic Em pire in  the  Americas, the 
C aribbean  co lonial ideology, an d  the Southeast Asian ind igenous and  m od­
ern  histories.

T he gu id ing  line o f  th e  curato ria l endeavor o f the exhibition , entitled  
CienAnos Despues (One Hundred Years After) , was the in terp re ta tion  of the “loss” 
o f the  “colonies” in  the  particularly  vital contexts o f an em ergen t U.S. im peri­
alism, along  with present-day socialist societies and  within a clim ate th a t p re­
serves colonial trad itio n , sustained  by a wide range of forces from  religion to 
a g lobalist mass m edia. All these p roceed , however, along with a determ inate 
an d  d iscern ib le postco lon ial im agination  tha t grapples with bo th , the re ten ­
tion o f coloniality, as a m aterial condition, and  the rup ture o f resistance against 
it, seen  as a tra n sfo rm a tiv e  a sp ira tio n . Surely, th e  “p o s t” in  th e  term  
postcolonial p refigures a term inal as well as a con tingen t continuity, as the 
term  post may m ean  so m eth in g  “re a r” o r “later.”

T h e  colonial thus posits a lim it tha t may com e in d iscrepan t form s as an 
a n ti /p o s t  colony, p ro tec to ra te , o r  nation; the d ifferen t political experiences 
an d  artistic expressions o f artists from  the th ree form er Spanish colonies track 
precisely these traces o f co lonial destiny; the “em pire” contracts along with a 
lack or an  in co m p le tio n  th a t is condensed  in  the  act of the  “m o th er country” 
leaving her ch ild ren  w ho h ad  b een  reared  for a long time on progress and 
civilizational m issions; con tem porary  Spanish art, which was the p a rt o f the 
exhib ition , had  to wrestle with this de­
m o n  o f  “loss a n d  leaving ,” a n d  this is 
p robably  why th e re  was m elancho lia  in 
this so rt o f am bivalen t dispossession, as 
well as rightfu l in d ig n a tio n  against ineq­
uity an d  struggle fo r freedom .

From  the  a r t pro jects o f the  Filipino 
artists in the  exh ib ition  -  Santiago Bose,
Im elda Cajipe-Endaya, A lfredo Esquillo,
J r., an d  M anuel O c a m p o -w e  can sketch 
o u t the  co n ten t an d  co n to u r o f th e  con­
tem porary  co lonial aesthetic  as em bod­
ied  in  the work o f  o th e r  P h ilipp ine  art- Manuel Ocampo, Abstract Painting 
ists. This coloniality is shaped  by various (1996)
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discourses: the H ispanic conquest o f  th e  P h ilipp ines fo r ab o u t 400 years and  
the subsequen t A m erican occupation  u n til 1945; th e  Southeast Asian cu ltu re  
tha t nego tia ted  the conquests; th e  folk articu la tion  o f th a t nego tia tion ; and  
the contem porary  inscriptions o f co lonial cu ltu re  in  P h ilipp ine  society. It is 
hoped  th a t the them atic clusters p ro p o sed  h e re  can  he lp  ro u n d  o u t the  aes­
thetic o f a contested  coloniality in  co n tem p o rary  P h ilipp ine  art. I define the 
colonial as an instan tiation  o f the d o m in a tio n  o f  a pow er over an  en titlem en t 
and  the  resistance against it. An “im perialist” p ro ject, w hich characterizes 
Am erican rule in the Philippines, may fall u n d e r  “colonial,” b u t this idea needs 
elaboration  that this p ap e r can n o t perfo rm . T h e  in h e re n t co n trad ic tio n  o f 
coloniality as, to am end  the re fe ren ce  o f  W alter B enjam in, a d o cu m en t o f 
cu lture an d  a docum en t o f barbarism , inscribes w ithin cu ltu re  its in trinsic 
lim it an d  ineluctable postness.

Memory as Archive

T he concep t o f m em ory as an  active, o r even activist, nostalg ia fo r the 
past is roo ted  in history and  h isto riograph ic re tro spec tion . Official history, in 
docum ents and o th er literature, can  be cha llen g ed  within P h ilipp ine con ­
tem porary  art that re th inks the term s with w hich colonialism  is m ade effec­
tive as an  aesthetic culture.

Santiago Bose puts u p  collages ju x tap o sin g  historical p ictures, blown up  
th rough  photocopying technology, betray ing  th e  seam s o f T h ird  W orld “im i­
ta tion” an d  “rep e titio n ” with drawings o f talism anic icons. In  “C olonizing

Taste” (1998), th e  p icto rial co h e ren ce  o f a tab­
leau o f F ilipino Mickey M ouse bubb le  gum  agents 
proudly  posing  in  th e ir  A m erican suits in fro n t o f 
the neoclassical Executive H ouse, is d isru p ted  by 
w ritten incan ta tions o f  m illenarian  prayers and  
with the  alm ost wraith-like in tim ation  o f  a p o ten t 
figure ap p ea rin g  as om en . H ere , an d  in  his o th e r 
works, th e  colonial in tersects with the  im perialist 
m o m en t an d  with the  global capitalist extensions. 
(H obson; L enin ; S hum peter) Bose’s oeuvre h a r­
nesses th e  F ilip in o s  bricoleur m in d s e t  w h ich  
refunctions tools and  doctrines o f dom ination  into 

Santiago Bose, Contemplât- carnivals o f  hybrid m eanings. T he artist practically 
ing Infinite Dios and Vermeer ransacks th e  p ro p a g an d a  o f history, catechism , 
(1997) and  even o f  art, to  re n d e r  it vu lnerab le  to  the
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hau n  tings o f anim ism , globalization, and  
political struggle in  the  p resen t. Bose’s 
a r t  re m in d s  us o f th e  w orks o f O felia 
Gelvezon-Tequi, who likewise violates the 
pictorial coherence  o f established images 
to  fe rre t o u t of the  w oodw ork personages 
and  m ovem ents lu rk ing  in  the  cracks of 
the so-called p a rch m en t curta in . Tequi 
ap p ro p ria tes  R enaissance pain tings and  
repossesses them  in o rd e r  to  yield politi­
cal tab leaux  o f topical resonance , in  the 
sam e way as R oberto  Feleo  reinvents co­
lonial iconography  as a source o f po p u ­
lar cu lture.

A specific aesthetic  recasts th e  char­
acters o f th e  ta ro t card  an d  by re te lling  
the  narrative o f  fo rtu n e , m arks th e  achievem ent o f B renda Fajardo as both  
ch ro n ic le r an d  seer o f history. Perhaps taking to h eart the  idea th a t the fu­
tu re  is n o t a ship th a t arrives, b u t ra th e r is p rophesied  as a m aterial condition 
to be claim ed as a righ tfu l legacy, the artist plays the role o f a visionary who 
takes ce rta in  risks to  shape  the  p resen t in the im age o f the “im possible:” that 
which is yet to com e because it is “n o t yet possible,” bu t already heralded. In 
h e r  fo u rteen  panels on  P h ilipp ine  history titled “Baraha ng Buhay P ilipino” 
(“C ards o f  P h ilipp ine  L ife,” 1998), she su rrounds historical scenes with the 
energ ies o f localized ta ro t cards p resen ted  in a folk form  to resignify a criti­
cally in h e rited  past, a possible unfo ld ing , an  em ergence o f a historical wish 
ad u m b ra ted  in its possibility in art. For instance, the m agician in the tarot 
becom es U ncle Sam, who is the  ag en t o f U.S. im perialism ’s sorcery.

Remastery o f the Code

T h e m aster narrative o f colonialism  is re read  and  d ecoded  in a new 
sem iotic schem e o f possible m ean ings and  practices of m ean ing  making. A 
differen t g ram m ar is spoken th ro u g h  the parodie doublespeak o f postcolonial 
language. T h e  la tte r am bivalently plays ou t w ithin the con tex t o f colonial 
rules, and  is re lea rn ed  in  the  instance o f its pragm atic u tterance.

Im elda Cajipe-Endaya reinvents the trad ition  o f M aria devotion by in­
vesting the w om an figure, w hich is in Philippine art usually portrayed with 
the  trad itionally  do lo rous an d  passive ren d erin g  o f the M other and  the Vir-

Alfredo Esquillo, jr ., Daang Ligid 
Krus (Maze) (1996)
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gin, with contem porary  significance an d  ideological ro u n d e r. In  “N ot P aper 
M âché,” the  paper m ache dolls ( taka) , m ade by F ilipino w om en in the  S ou th ­
ern  Tagalog town o f Paete, suggest the  traffic o f fem ale labo r across the globe; 
and  in “Inay, Ineng , Kalayaan ay Inyo R in” (“M other, D aughter, F reedom  is 
For You”), sawali (woven splits o f b am boo  used  as walls fo r hu ts  an d  shacks) 
fram es wom en who m ust struggle against the  indignity  o f being  hom eless an d  
the th reats to their m aternal role as keepers o f  h ea rth . C ajipe-Endaya’s re p re ­
sentation  o f  the m aternal persona revises the  d iscrep an t roles o f  the Filipino 
woman. From  the M aria im aginary, she becom es a symbol o f the  n a tio n  cast 
in p ap e r m âché techniques. As craft, “sh e” is ex p o rted  abroad , h e r labor, as is 
the labor o f  the wom en who fashion her, is com m odified . As a m ig ran t com ­
modity, she is a m o th er who leaves h e r  ch ild ren  a t hom e, to elsew here take 
care o f o th e r ch ildren , a n d /o r  a young w om an who becom es a m ail-order 
bride. She grieves the loss o f the family an d  the  absence from  h e r  kin, b u t is 
declared  a “h ero in e” by the nation-state fo r the  do llar rem ittances she d u ti­
fully sends, keeping in such a way the  econom y afloat.

In one of his projects, M ark justin ian i creatively reuses parts o f th  ejeepney, 
the cou n try ’s mass transport w hich was re so ld e red  from  W orld W ar II ve­
hicles left by U.S. soldiers, to co m m en t on th e  follies o f th e  F ilipino ch a rac te r 
and  on the  situations that give rise to  these. T h e  artis t’s m ixed-m edia work 
ingeniously integrates the critique o f  co lonial values with the  patria rchal and  
paternalist codes o f popu lar culture.

M anuel O cam po, who is cu rren tly  based  in  Berkeley in  S ou thern  C alifor­
nia, has blasphem ed institutional religion in  very fierce ways. O cam po tam pers 
with, revamps, mocks, cuts up, and  tears asu n d e r the  pressure poin ts at which 
coloniality begins, ends, and  is ex ten d ed . T h e  fragm en ta tion  o f bodies, fo r 
instance, leaves a trail of re la tionships am o n g  floating  form s, details, m otifs, 
and  iconographies. Striking in this im ag ined  scape o f m ean in g  is the  m edia 
th rough  which cu ltu re is m ade p o p u la r  in  m u ltip le  ways, from  state-spon­
sored p ropaganda th rough  religious mass p ro d u c tio n  an d  to global capitalist 
fetishization. T he artist builds his critique an d  reco n stru c tio n  o f colonial cul­
ture a ro u n d  the them es of excess and  defacem ent as p art o f  the b ro ad er project 
o f reposition ing  the politics o f the  baro q u e , m igration , an d  the very id iom  o f 
painting. In  a heady and  hectic m élange o f  allusions to disease, cannibalism , 
decapitation, fascism and  faith, d ism em berm en t, profanity , m u tila tion , and  
excrem ent, O cam po’s hysterical p a in tin g  violates the  m o d ern is t sterility o f 
the canvas, exam ining in such a way the  en tra ils  o f  purity  and  p roperty  w ithin 
an  aesthetic of filth and  abjection. As o n e  critic pu ts it: “From  the postcolonial 
pathology (the  ab jec t status o f  th e  co lo n ized  b o d y )...w e  arrive a t th is e /  
sc(h)atological painting  which includes the  sed im en t bo th  o f the  m egalom a-
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n ia . . .an d  o f  the im p o ten ce  o f  a pain ting  th a t makes a homeland... Som ething 
s tin k s o f  ro t  yet, p a ra d o x ic a lly , it  s tan d s  b e fo re  o u r  eyes an d  is only 
paint." (Castro Flores 1996, 29)

A n o th e r F ilipino ex p a tria te  artist in  the  U nited  States is Paul Pfeiffer, 
w ho p o n d ers  th e  design o f sexuality in  the  arch itecture o f the  religious edi­
fice. In his investigation o f  the  archaeology o f the  body as a tem ple of the 
fam iliar th ro u g h  w hich a poly trop ic M an is transform ed, he deconstructs the 
treasu red  h u m an ist c red o  th a t M an is the m easure o f all things. In his art the 
body becom es a colony th a t m ediates its subjection to  a vernacular practice, 
th a t is, a subversion  o f th e  co lon ial ru le. Pfeiffer argues: “To a ttem p t a 
racialized, sexualized vernacu lar o u t o f a heroic, patriarchal geom etry is an 
illegitim ate p ro d u c tio n  th a t speaks o f resistance.” In  one work, Pfeiffer col­
lects im ages o f  p o rn o g rap h y  an d  e thnograph ic  pho tographs from  the com ­
p u te r  an d  re-encodes th em  as floorplans o f canonical ch u rch  architecture 
like St. P e te r’s Basilica an d  S. G iorgio M aggiore.

Defensible Survival

T h e everyday history o f  con tem porary  Filipinos is a narrative o f personal 
an d  political survival. But this survival is n o t ju s t a subsistence, it is a struggle 
th a t is waged against versatile m odes o f coloniality in the local m oral worlds, 
w here ge tting  by does n o t only m ean  eking ou t a living, b u t pursu ing  a defen­
sible p erso n h o o d , taking th e  risk it bruisingly entails.

A lfredo Esquillo, J r . gives the  colonial argum en t a new tu rn  by discussing 
contem porary  P h ilipp ine society in  term s o f a labyrinth in which an icon stand­
ing  a t every tu rn  an d  religious tableaux, m ocked by violence and neurotic 
adu la tion , lines th e  rou te . This can only give us a sense o f surplus, o f bulimic 
idolatry in a season o f deprivation  and  hopelessness. The artis t’s “D aang Ligid 
Krus” (Maze) is an  allegory o f P h ilipp ine C atholic life that transform s a par­
ticu lar event, the Feast o f  Souls an d  Saints, in to  a sustained discourse on the 
F ilipino Way o f the  Cross. T h e  stations in this social itinerary are m arked by 
religious statuaries, a crucifix, an d  the Black N azarene b o rne on a stand stud­
d ed  with talism ans. W ind ing  th e ir way th ro u g h  a stone maze, wom en in veils, 
a brass band , lovers, an d  bystanders are  trapped  in an iterative scheme. In 
this social still life, seen  from  the  wall of the cem etery, a vantage po in t that 
affords the  witness a m ulti-p lanar lay o f the land, the grids, delineated  by 
panels, s tand  ou t, stressing th e  p resence o f alarm ing images. T he fascination 
with faith  in the gods o f  p rosperity  inspires irreverence; the  cross is carried  as 
b o th  b u rd en  an d  luxury. This can be viewed in the cabinets, boxes, and  cases
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o f N orberto  Roldan which h a rb o r goods a n d  m arket-day m erchand ise  o f folk 
Catholic devotion, from  lum inous crucifixes an d  rosaries th ro u g h  am ulets 
and  candle effigies to devices o f local healing . This colonial rep erto ry  o f p ro ­
pitiations usually intersects with im ages o f th e  mass m ed ia  an d  social tu rb u ­
lence th a t are fo reg ro u n d ed  in the  works o f N u n e lu c io  A lvarado, E lm er 
B orlongan, Em m anuel Garibay, an d  Alwin Ream illo. T h e ir a r t sum m ons the 
spirits o f the  colonial p an th eo n  b u t reconfigures th e ir  p resence w ithin dis­
courses o f  peasant revolution, class a ttritio n , u rb an  h em o rrh ag e , radical th e ­
ology, an d  struggle against capital in  w hatever guise it dwells.

Sanggawa was an  a r t collective th a t used  to  do  m urals fo r towns and  
churches, as well as for galleries an d  m useum s. T h e  w ork en titled  “Second 
C om ing” is p art o f a series o f ed ito rial artw orks d o cu m en tin g  in a satirical 
m ode the key events and  dram atic p e rso n ae  w hich defined  the  news in Ma­
nila in 1994 and in early 1995, includ ing  the  visit o f  th e  Pope, th a t p rocla im ed  
the Philippines as the only “C hristian n a tio n  in  Asia.” Sanggawa portrayed  
these events u n d e r  a carnival ten t an d  with the  trapp ings o f  the  circus. T he 
group  identified  religion and  e n te r ta in m e n t as th e  win pivots to w hich the 
events o f  that times had  turned .

Devotion as a colonial gesture in itiates suppression  and  supplication . 
Asked ab o u t his vision as artist, Jose  Legaspi u n b u rd e n s  h im self an d  calls his 
art confessional, a personal disclosure o f  unconscious misgivings an d  leave 
takings within a proscriptive Catholic cu ltu re . T h e  artist regards his im ages as 
au tobiographical half-truths flowing th ro u g h  a stream  and  arising from  se­
cret bedm ates. A recu rring  trope is th e  constric ted  space: a bed  in  a room , an  
alley, a void dapp led  with stars. T h e  w ork “T h e  F lood,” consisting o f 1,200 
pastel drawings on  bo n d  paper, is sim ilar to the  p o in t o f tearing  dow n the 
surface o f “walls” an d  “overw riting” th em  w ith a p ro p e r  visual diary o f a his- 
tory-in-progress. H e confesses th a t as a young boy, h e  defiled  the  family altar, 
crow ning the M adonna with the devil’s h o rn s  to express his an g e r tow ard his 
m other; the  M other and  the M adonna w ould la te r becom e one. T he artist 
relates th a t he begins the toil o f evoking the  past with the im ages o f the  “kill­
ing o f  the ch ild” and  o f the “birth  a t the u rin a l,” w hich he im agines as the  site 
o f  his own expiration  before dea th . W ith these scenes o f te rro r, he  rum m ages 
th rough  a trope o f traum as to “m ake sense ,” lead ing  him  to in tu it his pre- 
symbolic world o f what could have b een , a reck o n in g  o f a prospective and  
retrospective past th a t is b o rn  in reg re t (what sh o u ld  n o t have b een ) and  n o t 
in hope (what could have been  p ossib le ). F rom  h ere , Legaspi sets sail in to  an 
inclem ent jo u rn ey  from  b irth  to ch ild h o o d  to  o ld  age and  finally to  a p réfigu­
ra tion  o f a suicide as he testifies to his see th in g  sexuality.
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Critical Inheritance

W ith these artistic agencies an d  works in  m ind , we can say that the  con­
tem porary  co lonial figu ra tion  th ro u g h  its m ain tendencies in Philippine art -  
m em ory as archive, rem astery  o f the  code, and  defensible survival -  perm e­
ates m uch  o f the  aesthetic  an d  m oral cu ltu re today in the Philippines. These 
rep resen ta tio n s  o f the  co lonial are n o t m ere vessels that con ta in  conten t, bu t 
are m odes o f m ateria liz ing  fo rm  an d  feeling in o rder to constitu te an  aes­
thetic  practice th a t creates political possibility. P ierre M acherey, th rough  
D errida, leads us to  the  ph rase  “critical in h eritan ce” which he  explains thus: 
“In  fact, one  does n o t in h e rit only from  the past o f the  past, and  it m ust even 
be said that, from  th a t w hich is dead  once and for all an d  can n o t re tu rn , 
th e re  can be no  in h eritan ce . R ather, one inherits from  th a t which, in the 
past, rem ains yet to com e, by taking p art in a p resen t which is n o t only present 
in  the fleeting  sense o f actuality b u t which undertakes to reestablish a dy­
nam ic con n ectio n  betw een past an d  fu tu re .” (M acherey 1999, p. 19)

I re-m otivate “critical in h e ritan c e” in this p ap e r to stress the chances of 
reconverting  the  colonial aesthetic  in to  a redem ptive transfiguration  of a 
postcolonial fu tu re  fo r the  Philippines.

Such “critical in h e ritan c e” finally renovates suffering in to  sufferance. 
Lexically, sufferance may m ean  the  “act o r a state o f suffering,” o r the “pa­
tience o r en d u ran ce  u n d e r  suffering .” We stand by the term  as a m eans to 
exp lo re  the  possibility o f reclaim ing  the affect o f sufferance as an em otional 
econom y o f struggle th a t engages the suffering agent, or, m ore app ropri­
ately, the  sufferant, to  exceed  “the  power by which it is enab led .” (Butler 
1997, p. 15) T he generative im pulse o f subjectivity em erges from  subjection, 
re n d e rin g  agents n o t solely com plian t to o r com plicit with power, bu t ra th e r 
co-operators in  the  process o f  its generation . T he politics o f resistance can be 
m ade only if it is carrying m ultip le  loads o f com m itm ents within d iscrepant 
social fields o f p ractice, an d  w hen resistance as a condition  o f sufferance is 
m ade accountab le  to a m oral econom y o r to a local m oral w orld in which life 
is ju stified  by crite rions o f a defensib le hum anity and  native dignity. (Kerkvliet 
1991)

T h ere  is political in te re st in  deploying the term  sufferance in relation  to 
suffering, which has a ttrac ted  considerable in terest in established m edical, 
psychological an d  an th ropo log ica l writings, b u t which may also be construed 
as reactionary  an d  passive and , in fact, p ro n e  to the m anipulation  o f fascist 
persuasions. In this respect, suffering as a pervasive aesthetic in popular cul­
tu re  an d  in  P h ilipp ine  social rep resen ta tions may also be linked to the dis­
course o f m elod ram a and  its a tten d a n t excess and  oftentim es hysterical ex-
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pressiveness that is re ru n  in movies, lite ra tu re , rad io , television, an d  re la ted  
m edia. To deal with the banality o f  sufferance as a con tem porary  colonial 
and  m ediatizing trope, therefo re , is to  engage in  th e  politics o f red eem in g  it. 
In this project, sufferance, owing p e rh ap s  to th e  w ordplay in sin u ated  by the 
suffix anceand to its possible D erridean  circulation, recuperates this perceived 
state o f inertia  an d  reenergizes its transform ative po ten tia l. This is a neces­
sary ideological act tha t n eed  n o t be seen  as a teleological tu rn , b u t ra th e r  as 
an aspiration to situate theory in  social p ractice an d  w ithin the  processual 
constitu tion  o f h um an  agency. Sufferance as som e k ind  o f a political vector is 
fraugh t with tension and  moves along  a con tested  passage in  a n u an ced  spec­
trum  o f possibilities, from  grief to m elancho lia  to  ind ignation  to struggle, 
and, back and  forth , in the con tinual testing  o f  limits an d  extensity  a t the 
edge o f a fully catholic salvation.
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