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Seriously speaking

Nationalism and the Filipino 
Intellectual

By Jose A. Lansang

WHETHER ARTIST, WRITE ? 
or scientist, the Filipin) 
intellectual appears t j 

have an increasing probler 1 
with nationalism, reputedly a i 

force loose in on r



world today. And it has not be*  
come dear to anyone — certain­
ly not to this writer — whether 
it is nationalism that creates 
the problem, or the Filipino in­
tellectual that is maladjusted 
to this supposedly important 
force in our contemporary 
world. In view of this unresolv­
ed issue that serves as the start- 
servations and which has open- 
gni point of these rambling ob- 
ed various trains of thought 
crowding in the mind, I will 
just go on, leaving the issue to 
fare for itself. In 1955, in our 
Philippines, a writer has to work 
in order to live; he would na­
turally prefer just to write, but 
necessity is a ruthless taskmas­
ter, and Nick Joaquin has had 
to read proofs at the Free Press, 
Jose Garcia Villa at one time 
clipped newspapers for a living, 
N.V.M. Gonzalez teaches class, 
Amador T. Daguio writes press 
releases for the Armed Forces. 
And, it is more or less the same 
with the other writers, or those 
who are trying to become writ­
ers in our country.

While this is an old paint, 
dating back to Homer himself 
who had to sing for his meat 
and wine in order to live to 
compose epics, and at a time 
when nationalism as we know it 
today had perhaps not existed, 
it occurs to me now that one of 
the possible causes of the intel­
lectual’s maladjustment vis a 
vis nationalism might be the 

probability that nationalism has 
some relation to economics, or 
economics to nationalism. How­
ever that relation is turned 
around, the fact that an artist 
or writer has to eat and remain 
alive and tolerably presentable 
to his fellow beings seems to 
argue that, whether he likes 
it or not, economic forces do 
entangle him, and perhaps has 
entangled him since Homer’s 
days to ours.

The artist, writer or scientist 
never has lived by bread alone, 
but he must pursue the staff of 
life nevertheless in whatever 
the pursuit becomes a conscious 
one the seed of nationalism, or 
nationalistic feeling, is already 
sown, and beings to sprout willy 
nilly as the days go on. Until 
the day is inevitably reached 
when nationalism becomes some 
problem to the intellectual.

Looking back at what might 
losely be called the history of 
Filipino nationalism, one re­
members that Rizal’s motivat­
ing grievance was the usurious 
and later confiscatory treatment 
by the powers that be then of 
his family’s lands in Calamba, 
and that Bonifacio, the fan-ped­
dler and later warehouseman in 
a Manila foreign firm, sublimat­
ed his thirst for economic sta­
bility with deep draughts of 
night reading applied no less 
than the most subversive chap­
ters of Carlyle’s History of the 
French Revolution.
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A nd since Jose Rizal and
Andres Bonifacio have been 

accepted by common consent 
as the fathers of our national­
ism, with the significant in­
cident that Rizal, by any stand­
ard, was irrefutably an intellec­
tual, even if Bonifacio was not 
exactly one, I would offer the 
surmise that the land troubles 
of his family in Calamba might 
have had something to do with 
the feeling of nationalism which 
like a quick-growing vigorous 
plant, sprouted and matured in 
Rizal, nurturing his splendid 
intellectual labors for Filipino 
redemption; just as Bonifacio’s 
futureiess job as a bodeguero 
in an alien commercial house in 
his homeland may be surmised, 
in these Freudian times, as hav­
ing had something to do with 
his leadership of the Filipinos’ 
one and only Glorious Revolu­
tion.

Keeping such tentative sur­
mises in mind, I am fascinated 
by the vague recollection that 
in order for Filipino intellec­
tuals of Rizal’s time to give free 
expression to their rising nation­
alistic sentiments, and to nour­
ish such sentiments into further 
vigour, they had to go abroad, 
principally to Europe where, at 
the time, the social and political 
atmosphere appeared to be hos­
pitable to their feverish intel­
lectual activities. Some went 
only as far as Japan and Hong­
kong, but they seemed to have 
found the intellectual climate 

there already much better than 
that in the Philippines.

My further fascinating 
thought about these Filipino in­
tellectuals of Rizal’s time who 
may be said to be among the 
founders, or at least harbingers, 
of Filipino nationalism: They 
seemed to have had the knack 
of going to the countries or ci­
ties where they could find nour­
ishment, or at least sympathy, 
for their budding nationalism. 
They went to Madrid, Barcelo­
na, London, Ghent, Brussels, 
Berlin, Paris, Tokyo, Yokoha­
ma, Hongkong. Rizal passed 
through New York and visited 
the Niagara Falls.

II
*T*  he world’s currencies 

were not yet inflated in 
Rizal’s time and the Spanish 
real and the Mexican peso, I im­
agine, bought a lot more then 
than what our peso today can 
buy; but still it must have 
meant some fair sums of money 
for a Filipino intellectual in 
those days to live, study, and 
carry on “propaganda” for Fili­
pino rights and liberties in Ma­
drid, Barcelona or Paris. It is 
known, of course, that Rizal liv­
ed frugally, Marcelo H. del Pi­
lar starved on the sidewalks of 
Barcelona, and Graciano Lopez 
Jaena who Rizal, according to 
General Jose Alejandrino, rat­
ed as the most talented Filipino 
he (Rizal) had known, squan­
dered all his money like a true 
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Bohemian in the cafes where he 
sat for endless hours and where 
he wrote some of the best edi­
torials of La Solidaridad. Still 
Rizal and his family were not 
exactly poor, nor were the Lu­
nas (Antonio and Juan), nor 
Mariano Ponce, and certainly 
not Pedro A. Paterno. These 
expatriate Filipino intellectuals 
received regular remittances 
from home, and it was not ur­
gent for them to earn their dai­
ly bread.

They were all patriots and 
nationalists; or, rather thev were 
consciously founding Filipino 
nationality. And economic sta­
tus did not seem to have affect­
ed the degree of warmth or con­
viction of each patriot’s cham- 
pionshin of his country’s cause. 
The well-to-do Rizal was no less 
uncompromising than the penu­
rious Plaridel, and the bohemi­
an Jaena was as conscientious 
in his advocacies as the fairly 
opulent Ponce. The common de­
nominator of their individual 
drives, all sublimted into fiery 
championship of the Mother­
land’s cause, was, I believe, the 
desire for human dignity. Rich 
or poor, landlord or starving art­
ist in the Philippines under the 
Spanish colonial administration 
was equally treated an inferior, 
an “Indio”; and, how bitterly 
Rrzal felt about this debase­
ment of the Filipino may be 
felt, by contagion, so to speak, 
by any sensitive-minded Filipi­

no today reading his essay, “The 
Indolence of the Filipinos.”

As long as the Filipino intel­
lectuals who pioneered in the 
struggle for rights and liberties 
for their countrymen — in oth­
er words, for human dignity — 
were still remote from the fruits 
of victory, their nationalistic 
sentiments help them together, 
although rivalries such as those 
that developed between Rizal 
and Plaridel over the leader­
ship of the Filipino intellectuals 
in Spain suggested that econo­
mic and ideological motivations 
were present, as potential divi­
sive factors, albeit submerged 
for the time being by what Ri­
zal wisely invoked as the need 
for unity as a prerequisite for 
the success of the Filipino com­
munity’s labors for the Mother­
land.

Rizal, the intellectual genius 
and scion of a landed family, a 
deeply religious man in his own 
fashion — as all his writings 
show — would be called in to­
day’s terms a partisan of what 
President Eisenhower, for in­
stance, has called “progressive 
eonservatisim”; Plaridel, the 
penurious journalist and found­
er of masonry in the Philippines 
would, on the other hand, fit 
into the category of what are 
called today “left-wing” democ­
rats, or even “anti-Soviet” so­
cialists. These economic and 
ideological undertones which 
characterized the intra-group 
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relations and activities of the 
Filipino intellectual community 
in Spain would suggest an ex­
pansion of my original surmise 
about the possible relationship 
between economics and nation­
alism. It may be said that na­
tionalism, ecoonmics and ideo­
logy have perhaps intimate con­
nections and even — quien sa- 
be? as the Filipino intellectual 
of Rizal’s time used to say — 
organic relationship.

Ill
A WIDER VISTA of specula- 

tion now opens before us; 
and interesting features may be 
found if we glance briefly at the 
“social and economic landscape” 
on which Bonifacio’s revolution 
was staged, and what transpired 
thereon immediately after. The 
interesting features may be best 
suggested by a number of ques­
tions. Aside from the amor­
phous, disorganized aggrieved 
massed in the country who ral­
lied behind Bonifacio’s revolt, 
who were the main supporters 
and moving spirits of the Kati- 
punan organization, besides the 
Tondo proletarian? What was 
the social and economic status 
or standing of these supporters? 
What were their individual cal­
culations, in so far as improve­
ment of personal fortunes was 
concerned, if, and after, the or­
ganized revolt had succeeded? 
Were their ambitions merely 
political in character, or, were 
their aspirations colored and 

motivated by social and econo­
mic considerations?

It is one of the serious gaps 
in our historical record, of 
course, that facts and informa­
tion on which to base more or 
less dependable answers to 
those questions are still await­
ing to be unearthed and to be 
classified and organized by the 
historical researcher. And there 
are other questions. After the 
success of the revolution, there 
was the conflict between Agui- 
naldo and Bonifacio, and the un­
fortunate killing of the Katipu- 
nan founder and hero; what 
were the real causes of the con­
flict? Did the fact that, essen­
tially, Aguinaldo was identified 
with the land-holding class 
while Bonifacio, the plebian, 
had little respect for vested in­
terests in land have anything 
to do with the conflict between 
the two?

A N INTERESTING aspect of 
7*  the rivalry bewteen Agui­

naldo and Bonifacio was the 
fact that neither was an intel­
lectual. Aguinaldo, scion of a 
family of means, did not belong 
to the group which formed the 
Filipino colony in Europe 
where the ideological prepara­
tion for the revolution, so to 
speak, had been matured. What 
were the motivations of Agui­
naldo, aside from the obvious 
one of patriotism, which made 
him dispute the leadership of 
Bonifacio? Were there social 
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and economic motives involv­
ed? And again, what lay, really, 
behind the later conflict be>- 
tween Aguinaldo and Antonio 
Luna? To ask a more general 
question, were there social and 
economic cross-currents pulling 
as undertow beneath the storms 
of conflict on the surface be­
tween Aguinaldo and Bonifacio, 
and between Aguinaldo and 
Luna, indisputable nationalists 
and patriots all? And, a last 
intriguing question: How and 
and why did the intellectuals 
lose control of the revolution 
which they had ideologically 
prepared for?

My own impression, after 
having asked the foregoing 
questions, is that to this day the 
substantial content of what we 
call Filipino nationalism is so 
shapeless and indeterminate be­
cause we have no informative 
answers to those questions. We 
have been let down by our his­
torians.

vi sm with ballast 
the contempo- 
ellectuals is, I 

say? a man without 
ural or poltical home. He

ven 
a c 
thinks more often than not of 
human liberty as having been 
won at Runnymede and in the 
battles of Lexington and Con­
cord — for he has committed 
to heart much Anglo-Saxon his­
tory — while he is confused 
about the issues of the battle of 
San Mateo or the bloodier one
at Zapote bridge. He recall's Ba" 
taan and Corregidor, but their 
curious aftermath does not lift 
his heart, because it was not 
really his nation’s own free de-| 
isions which had exposed his 
bunti^t^terrible devastation, 
nd after the cruel ordeal was 

over Japan and the Japanese 
appeared to have received bet­
ter treatment by the free world
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itself than the Philippines and 
the Filipinos.

Filipino nationalism has thus 
been stunted and stultified, and 
the Filipino intellectual has not 
shown so far any strong incli­
nation to look for ways of fas­
hioning a political and cultural 
home buttressed by solid and 
autochthonous elements of 
sound nationalism. It is not 
young intellectuals of the Rizal 
type, nor even of the Bonifacio 
type, who, in the Philippines to­
day, are developing a conscious 
nationalism that shows pros­
pects of being seriously and 
sustainedly asserted, and there­

fore likely to result in the cons­
truction of a political and cultu­
ral home that Filipinos can tru­
ly call their own. The new 
conscious nationalists are found 
among the youth who are enlist­
ing in the public service, or 
who are entering the technical 
professions, and perhaps the 
greatest number, those who are 
trying to find a foothold in the 
commerce and trade and pro­
ductive industries of the coun­
try. Here, then, is a possible 
support to my earlier surmise 
regarding the connection be­
tween nationalistic feeling and 
economic factors.
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