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The Opposing Thumb:

Decoding Literature of the Marcos Regime

“Open Concealment’’
as a Strategy under Marcos

Although martial law in the Philippines, begun in
1972, officially lasted only until Pope John Paul II visited
the country in 1981, “constitutional authoritarianism” con-
tinued in effect. In the name of national security journal-
ists could still be "detained” and publications suspended.
Occasionally, those sent into detention were known writ-
ers of fiction, plays or poetry; yet it was not for these pub-
lications but for their reportage or for comments made in
their columns that such writers found themselves silenced.
Why the distinction?

Was it because established novelists, poets and play-
wrights were assumed to be beneficiaries of "capitalist im-
perialism" (as at least one Marxist critic secluded in Amer-
ica implies) whose ambitions coincided therefore with
Marcos’ own? Or had the authors turned to trivia as a safe-
guard, abandoning a long tradition of polemicism in litera-
ture?! Or could it be that Marcos considered such works
irrelevant inveniions, temporary entertainments: gnats, not
anay? Surrounded by the opposition’s symbolic swords
and spears, who could notice the flight of invisible arrows?
Invisible because of literature’s custom of revelation by
concealment.

The purpose of any columnist is to provide enough
factual evidence pointing to his argued position so that
readers will be persuaded to consider his conclusions with
respect. The writer of fiction equally has an argument to
make; but literary procedures are more indirect-—not be-
cause they are artful distractions but because they are in-
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vitational. They want the reader to think he is deep in a
conversation with himself. As one writer suggests, "Good
literature, of course, is always subversive—not in that it
advances ideologies or is politicized, for that is not its
function; but in that it observes and tells the truth of what
it sees. Were it to propose specific solutions or endorse
political creeds, it would lose this independence and its
credibility." That is, to the hammerlock of propaganda/
indoctrination it would sacrifice the intimacy of experience
undergone by its characters and, through them, available
for the reader’s sharing or modifying. It would invite
closed, not close, reading. "Literature understands public
upheavals as a human experience suffered by individuals.
And it is the individual who is tortured, who starves when
currency is devalued, whose body becomes his grave when
caught in military crossfire."”> Masses are imaginary; they
are people reduced to demographic numbers and graphs.
It is the person whose dignity is rebuked or renewed; who
finds cause for love and faith in himself and in others when
even pain can become an opportunity; on whom nothing
need be lost, everything beneath its many surfaces can be
sensed and registered.

Such a view of literature as subtle, layered implica-
tions makes a special match with the nonconfrontational
nature of traditional Filipinos, more disposed to be socia-
ble than to pursue privacy. A concern beyond courtesy,
ideally, directs them to attend to all those to whom they
are attached: family, province, region, nation; or to whom
they are vertically obliged by social position as "patron" or
client. These cultural forms and the forms customary in
fiction support one another, when they are allowed.

In turn, they quietly reinforce a defensive outgrowth
of centuries of colonialism: concealment of one’s true re-
sentment toward and resistance against abusive socio-
economic and political conditions. It is thislevel of literary
restraint which perhaps is most likely to cause misinter-
pretation of a given text: either by oversimplification,
because of intent not perceived; or by overreading, be-
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' cause of intent only fancied. Sometimes it can be as dif-
ficult to separate the illusions of grandeur to which Imelda
and Ferdinand Marcos both were subject, from such in-
vestigative and cautionary fictions chosen here as approxi-
mations of a more real, sustainable truth. It is worth deal-
ing with that difficulty, nevertheless, considering the like-
lihood that concerned writers, out of subversion masked
as submissiveness, well might turn against a form of "na-
tive colonialism" by means of cunning devices acquired
from the past.

It is also possible that such writers would enjoy fur-
thering the authorities’ deception by using not the national
language but English, presumed to be too elitist to have
any effect on the "peasantry" targeted by the New People’s
Army and at the same time known to be a linguistic link
with the country supplying military aid intended to be used
against armed dissidents in the field. The distinctive mind-
set of the Marcos regime would require concentrated con-
trol over "underground literature" in Pilipino or in the
major vernaculars, and over publications of the visible
press. But fiction in English, the very seriousness of its
intent enveloped in coded subtleties, might be considered
by the government too unavailable to have any dangerous
impact on the general public. '

The possibility that these several factors converged to
provide one kind of protest literature, linked with historic
precedents, is the subject of this study’s speculations about
selected examples. Its purpose is to offer proper credit to
the ferment in such fiction, its corrective commentaries on
the intolerable circumstances nourished by the New Oli-
garchs, even while that fiction was occasionally suspected
of being suspended in a limbo of impotence.

Was there cause to worry about a threat to human
rights even before martial law? That the Philippine nation
had to defend itself against its designated savior became
evident when Marcos announced his second candidacy in
1969, in expectation of becoming the first president of the
Republic to succeed himself. The degree of order which he
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had restored to the streets and homes of the country had
begun, by then, to reveal itself as a strategy of an ambi-
tion to seize power and wealth, natural and human re-
sources, wherever they existed. In a local variation on a
common inversion of political roles, the declared servant
of the people methodically advanced the people’s perma-
nent servitude. To both implement and justify that end,
Marcos convinced several American presidents that their
aid, military and otherwise, was needed to forestall the
threat of increased Communist activity in the provinces.
Ironically, diversion of that aid in order to enrich Marcos’
"crony capitalists" only increased the impoverishment of
the general citizenry and consequently enlarged the num-
bers vulnerable to politicization by what originally had
been only small cadres of armed dissidents. Communist
numbers grew. Annually Marcos promised that he would
soon have the problem under control, provided that more
aid was forthcoming. In the name of defending democ-
racy, Marcos expanded his power to dictatorial dimen-
sions. The decline of the government toward total corrup-
tion of Philippine ideals of mutuality and entitlement to
justice, earned in revolutions and wars, has been suffi-
ciently detailed in such volumes as Raymond Bonner’s
Waltzing with a Dictator: the Marcoses and the Making of
American Policy(1987), Sandra Burton's Impossible Dream:
The Marcoses, the Aquinos, and the Unfinished Revolution
(1987), Niall O'Brien’s Revolution from the Heart (1987),
Sterling Seagraves’ The Marcos Dynasty (1988), David
wurfel’s Filipino Politics: Development and Decay (1988),
and Stanley Karnow’s In Our Image: America’s Empire in
the Philippines (1989).

What these books and others describe is a person so
obsessed with his own place in the world history of great
men that any alteration of that grandiose self-image was
treated as endangering national security, until by trying
to be all things at once, he became the principal enemy of
the people. Having restored a degree of law and order
early in his presidency, his dream of self-perpetuation led
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him to "crony capitalism," rule by decree, a politicized
military, nepotistic oligarchy, "salvaging," hamletting, emas-
culation of the judiciary, suffocating the nation with esca-
lating debt service while secreting caches of wealth over-
seas . . . 4still it was not enough to seize the properties of
those richer than himself, nor to imprison rivals such as
Ninoy Aquino whom he admired to the point of envy. He
had to suborn a Constitutional Convention in 1971 so that
he could seem to rule by law and to ratify his will by mock
plebescites, replaced in turn by "citizen assemblies." Above
all, he had to control the very words written by those
recording the daily acts and implications of his totalita-
rian rule. At first, Marcos used the martial law edict to take
over family-owned presses of such major economic inter-
ests as Eugenio Lopez, Joaquin Roces, and Andres Sor-
iano.® Control of these mass media was transfered to Mar-
cos’ relatives and associates: Benedicto, Romualdez, Emilio
Yap and Hans Menzi.® Even when martial law officially
disappeared in 1981, the self-censorship which replaced it
still drastically limited freedom of the press through its very
ambiguity. Late that year eight women journalists were
subjected to prolonged individual interrogation by the
military. In 1982, not only was Jose Burgos, Jr.'s We Forum
closed after a number of Marcos’ wartime medals were
challenged, but a dozen lawsuits distributed across the
archipelago as harassment were brought against him as
publisher-editor of Malaya.

By presidential decree, seditious writing warranted
the death sentence. Libel, by 1984 (one year after the
assassination of Ninoy Aquino), was considered equivalent
to subversion. The largest libel suits in Philippine history
were filed against Sheila Coronel and Domini Torrevillas-
Suarez of Panorama by ambassador-at-large Eduardo
Cojuangco, Jr. and Chief of Staff Fabian C. Ver.” Philippine
reporters had the highest fatality rate in the world, during
those years. Among the casualties, it was assumed, was
Primitivo Mijares, former head of the Media Advisory
Council, who wrote The Conjugal Dictatorsbip (1975), and
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disappeared in 1977, the same year that his son was mur-
dered in Manila.® Although relatively few reporters were
among the 70,000 detainees between 1972 and 1985,
pressure could easily be brought against them by threat of
lawsuits or loss of jobs. Because unions were suppressed
and wages were traditionally low, the press was sometimes
compromised by government payoffs to reporters who
could not afford to resign.” By way of contrast, according
to Salud Torres, a defector from the Ministry of Public
Information, propagandists and ghostwriters were paid
well, with no expenses spared.!® Even former journalist
heroes such as Carlos P. Romulo and S.P. Lopez were
noticeably subdued.

Observing the harassment, detention, disappearance
and outright murder of fellow writers, those who were
themselves often involved in similar media but who also
occasionally published novels and poems or produced
plays must have considered what risks social commitment
might mean for their own lives and their families’. That
cost had to be weighed against their refusal to collaborate
against their country in the service of Marcos or to stifle
their sense of personal mission which traditionally was to
be the voice of those made mute by censorship’s severity.
They could find no guidance in the midst of this quan-
dary from authors who, in the early fifties at the University
of the Philippines, had shared a common postwar dream
of social reconstruction and now were on the government
payroll: Adrian Cristobal, Andres Cristobal Cruz, Rony
Diaz, Alejandrino Hufana . . . What remained of the
exhilaration that seemed to direct their gradual infiltration
into the realms of power to help liberate the leadership
itself from centuries-old habits of dependency and injus-
tice? Particularly as ghostwriters, through the power of
speech, had they quietly altered—even undermined--
customary patrimonialism!! in favor of a new republic
conceived of as a meritocracy? Had they managed reform,
or were they by now mercenaries enmeshed in the irreduc-
ible ambitions of a would-be ruler?
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Diaz was associated with the Youth Employment
Agency whose principal function was to provide the young
i with sufficient diversions from "street theater" and from
. public demonstrations in vwnison with coalitions of urban
' workers and farmers. As such he became an adjunct to
¢ Imee Marcos’ youth organization, Kabataang Barangay.
f Cruz, through the character of young Ishmael del Mundo
. in White Wall (1964), had pondered the problem of the
i committed writer's finding a political career compatible
with rescuing those like himself born poor, while remain-
ing uncorrupted. Yet one of his government jobs later was
to head the Bureau of Standards for Mass Media, whose
duty was to protect the government’s image from criticism.
Hufana, director of the Cultural Center library, was com-
missioned by Imelda Marcos to provide Malacailang with
a special collection of works on the lives of international
royalty. His 1975 Imelda Romualdez Marcos: A Tonal Epic
was so clearly obsequious in its apotheosis of the First Lady
as to be embarrassing beyond recovery, had he not also
published that same year his genuinely epic poem Sieg
Heil which probes the depth of degradation in a Nazi
leader and by implication impugns the character of Fas-
cism in Malacanang. As for Adrian Cristobal, author of The
Trial, a play based on the betrayal and murder of Andres
Bonifacio during the Philippine Revolution, he soon re-
jected any identification with populist causes. For helping
to prepare such manifestoes as the 1976 Guiding Prin-
ciples of the New Society, he was rewarded with an execu-
tive position in the government’s Social Security System,
as well as placed in charge of special Cultural Center lar-
gesse.

Perhaps least serviceable as models or intermediaries
for conscientious creative writers were news editor-short
story writer Juan Tuvera and essayist/prize-winning novel-
ist Kerima Polotan. Tuvera became presidential executive
assistant, at cabinet rank, while his wife Kerima stood by
as the Philippines Free Press, which had printed so many of
her articles, was closed by the administration. Knowing
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how caustic she could be in her complaints against oligar-
chic society, fellow writers were surprised when her 1970
biography of Imelda Marcos was genteel and full of praise.
So unlike the earlier biography by Carmen Navarro-Ped-
rosa: but then, the result of Pedrosa’s honest account of
Imelda’s rise from poverty to power was that she was
forced into virtual exile in Europe Cher revised volume,
Imelda Marcos: The Rise and Fall of One of the World’s
Most Powerful Women: 1987 appeared only on her return
after the flight of the Marcoses). Polotan’s reward, on the
other hand, was ownership of Oriental Media Inc., pub-
lishers of the Evening Post, Metro Manila Times, and Orient
News, all daily newspapers, and of Focus Magazine. She
made herself chairperson of the Putlishers Association of
the Philippines.!? Although her 1975 collection of essays,
Adventures in a Forgotten Couniry, was filled with pleas-
ant reminiscences of rural Cebu, the Bicol peninsula, and
Mindanao, nothing in it was confessional: she had man-
aged to remove herself from the agony of her fellow
Filipinos as if, indeed, they lived in a forgotten country.
The dilemma for the writer of conscience remained,
therefore: how to stay alive, with one’s integrity intact;
how not to cower in silence, but to use one’s talent te serve
the cause of the oppressed. There was no guarantee of
safety even abroad, as the probable murder of Mijares
only too well proved. Even Raul Manglapus, once a sen-
ator and presidential candidate who had fled to the United
States with his family, had his life threatened publicly;"’
and there were Filipino union officials on the American
West Coast who were murdered for their opposition to
the Marcos dynasty. The large account which Marcos had
with the American pubic relations firms, to promote his
image as the mainstay of democracy in the Philippines, was
not enough. For years he attempted to intimidate those
dedicated to opposing him as an enemy of the people, by
urging the U.S. government to pass an extradition treaty
with the Philippines so that those protected by political
asylum could be returned to face criminal charges. Jovito
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Salonga pressed hard for resistance to such a treaty. In 1973
he had petitioned for Benigno Aquino to be tried, if at all,
by a civil court. Petition was denied and Aquino was im-
prisoned until allowed to have heart surgery in Texas, if
he promised not to return or to speak against Marcos. As
a result, Salonga himself had to seek similar refuge in
America. The public assassination of Aquino in 1983 on
the Manila International Airport tarmac represented only
the culmination of tactics intended to terrorize the oppo-
sition in the United States. Although the U.S. Congress
delayed deciding about extradition, the FBI did serve
Marcos’ purpose in the case of Steve Psinakis, husband of
Presentacion Lopez whose brother, Eugenio, Jr., had been
taken hostage to expedite seizure of their father's hold-
ings. Even after the latter died in mid-1975, harassment
continued, with illegal FBI searches of the Psinakis resi-
dence in 1981 and the sending of seized documents off to
General Fabian Ver in Manila.*

Less prominent Filipinos had to work guardedly,
knowing that family members in the homeland were then
also like hostages who, one way or another, might be
harmed.

Under such uncertain circumstances, some writers
learned to rely—as their ancestors before them had—on
"open concealment,” literary encoding designed to de-
ceive even the most paranoid object of one’s contempt.
The pleasure of political deception probably is indebted,
in part, to such playful folk elements as the riddle and simi-
lar word games which rise instinctively among the people
and are maintained within the very nature of an oral
tradition. That satisfaction, moreover, intensifies a thou-
sandfold when, under the urgency of frustrated protest,
one’s need to reply can be encoded in nuances whose true
purpose is likely to be overlooked or misconstrued.

Even in the absence of any deliberate attempt at
disguise for the sake of self-protection, alterations might
occur from culture transported halfway around the world,
and the transformations involved could go unnoticed.
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Spanish missionaries, for example, cast Christian prayers,
creed and commandments into Bisayan verses adapted 1o
traditional planting chants from the region. What too often
has been less generally recognized is that such "coopta-
tion" or "creative deformation" of folk forms by the Span-
iards had its equivalent in the native naturalization of
foreign forms."Persistent "folk Christianity," for example,
resulted when the "Bathala Son-God figure as Christian
supreme idol was symbolic of the adoption by the native
consciousness of the Christian ideal. . . ." The plaza com-
plex imported from Spain for practical purposes—to con-
solidate and control non-Christians—no doubt affected
the pre-contact linear, riverine settlement pattern. On the
other hand, the squat, heavy Spanish designs for unven-
tilated forts, churches and houses became airy and spa-
cious in the hands of local artisans responding to the
tropics, the materials at hand, and traditions of their own,
mingled with Islamic influences.??

Colonial Precedents
for “Chameleon” Literature

In literature, a corresponding example is that of the
ladino poets of the 17th century: bilingual Filipinos hired to
arrange pious platitudes in lines of Spanish alternating with
Tagalog, but sometimes themselves co-authors of the verses.®
A different level of crossculturalism is visible in the history of
moro-moro enactment, in 18th century Philippines, of centu-
ries of Christian-Muslim conflicts in the far-off Meditérranean.
So stylized are the characterizations, so heightened the de-
clamatory speech, that the question of documentary authen-
ticity never arises; and interest centers not on the battle of
doctrines but on pageantry and melodrama. The rigid polari-
zation of the sides, in these fantasized confrontations, readily
mirrored the two-part /unsay dances of Sulu or the balitao
songs of Cebu, the black and white contrasts of the carillo
(shadowplay), the alternating current of such folk dialogues
as the duplo, karagatan, daliot, arinkenken, kulisisi, or more
sophisticated two-part juxtapositions testing wit in repartee
(balagtasan/bukanegan'®) or the urban-rural polarization in
the 1864 novel, Urbana at Felisa. These formations undoubt-

14




