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			To my father who crafted me a pair of wings 

			and taught me how to fly

			To my mother who showed me how to leap with 

			both feet tied firmly on the ground

			To Klaus who provided me with the tools

			To Paul who has borne the consequences

			 

			Turtles carry their homes on their backs, travelling thousands of miles each year. But eventually, guided by the magnetic fields of the earth, they are programmed to return to the place of their birth.
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			Preface

			My interest in writing started when I was quite young. At that time, I thought I could write about my personal experiences. Those were what I knew, after all. I remember asking for advice from my teacher and was told, “How could you write a memoir? What will you write about? Who would be interested in ordinary lives such as ours? Only people who have been in the public eye or who have had unusual experiences write memoirs.” In fact, this truism was repeated only recently by a literary agent who gave me his opinion when I mentioned that I was writing my memoir. He advised me to put my draft inside the drawer and go write a novel.

			Nonetheless, when I went to a major bookstore in London to ask if they had any how-tos on memoir writing, the salesman commented, “Memoirs are so self-indulgent. . .” and, in a back-handed insult to women, “every housewife wants to write her memoir”. I now understand what he meant as I have indulged myself in a couple of anecdotes that I had decided did not exactly fit my narrative framework, yet which, I sincerely hope, will be of interest to the readers. I am assuming that, in a memoir, this would be permissible.

			From those who considered writing memoirs absolutely fine, came various dictums: you have to arouse the reader’s curiosity. Your opening lines are some of the most important in your book so be very careful about them. They should make your reader want to keep on reading. I was instructed about craftsmanship and structure—chronological sequencing is so boring, think about flashbacks and flash-forwards. Build up your story with unforgettable settings and interesting characters, and most important of all: show, don’t tell—no expositories please, only stories!

			As a consequence, all these comments froze me in my tracks, and for years I kept toying with the idea but never really made a serious attempt at starting. How could you sit down and compose your first lines knowing they would be some of the most important in your book? It didn’t heIp that I was also busy with my family and career. However, I continued to keep notes, attend writing classes and writers’ events, including the Hay-on-Wye writers’ festival in Wales, UK where authors spoke about their own experiences. I have to admit, I felt totally discouraged. How do you respond to someone who says, “I can’t help but write”. All these years I couldn’t help but NOT write!

			At one of these events, I had a brief encounter with the writer John Forsythe. I asked him how he started. “Dump all those writing classes,” he said bluntly. When he was a teenager, he decided he wanted to write. So he just sat down and wrote. He started copying and imitating the manner in which his favourite authors expressed themselves, and only developed his own personal style much later.

			Teenager indeed! I was by then decades older than a teenager, and no longer had the time to develop my craft. How about the folk artist Grandma Moses, I reminded myself. She only started painting when she was seventy-eight! Battles raged in my mind. Instead of a memoir, how about writing a personal narrative or a personal essay, I asked myself. They sounded less ambitious and perhaps more acceptable for “nobodies” like me. In short, I was stuck!

			Then, I happened to chat with a lawyer-friend who told me he was just finishing writing his memoir. This, he said, would be the legacy he wanted to leave his children. I told myself—Why not? Why did I have to write for publication? Why not leave something behind in the attic, perhaps never to be read. But then again, possibly, in the future my reflections might be of use to someone? It would be a means of addressing my thoughts on friends and family, my community, country, indeed the whole state of the world! Why not leave something for my son Paul? Most people, Filipinos included, think of inheritance in terms of material wealth. But there is an even more important legacy: the wealth of documentation about a world gone by. I realised I wanted to leave Paul and his children descriptions of events that might give them some awareness of how their lives can be influenced by the context of the past. I wanted to pass on the wisdom I had accumulated over the years, not just through the narration of my life story, but more importantly, by including my observations of the world around me and how my evaluations of these environmental forces have shaped the philosophies by which I live.

			My legacy should be there for the taking. I hope that, in the event that a member of some future generation glances at it, they could have just a bit of an idea of what my world was like—way back in the 1950s in Negros and in Manila in the 1960s; in New York of the 1970s; then trying to make my way back to the Philippines in the1980s, working hard but not quite working smart at the business school where I taught. London came in the 1990s, spending some time in Germany; and back to Manila again in 2004, trying to fit in: the proverbial square peg in a round hole.

			In a sense, this book is also therapy for me as the process is just as important. I once read a novel called Zeno’s Conscience. Zeno started by wanting to give up smoking. He was asked by his psychoanalyst to write down his life’s story as a form of therapy, in order to make sense of his own history. I believe I have a bit of that motivation as well. As a true introvert in the Jungian sense of the word, I live inside my head. Thoughts jumble and tumble, inside and out, up and down. Experiences of years ago can suddenly resurface in early morning flashes and—Eureka!—I realise what they mean to me! The process of writing this memoir has given me the opportunity to explore them.

			Now that I am over seventy, this is as good a time as any to make sense out of my life, to carefully draw its contours, so to speak, before it is finally done. These contours have been quite uneven, sometimes very thin and narrow as I withdrew into myself; other times lined with bold strokes of productivity and growth; or fat and pregnant, breaching its confines as I reached out to others. One day, l will leave it to the stars to finally paint the shape of my life: a speck of dust in the vast universe of time.

			 

			Manila

			15th September 2018

			Introduction

			Each of us has our own stories to tell.

			Our stories are what make us immortal.

			Beowulf

			I once heard of a housewife who, whenever she cooked a steak, always cut it into two parts. Pressed for the reason, she replied, “That’s how my mother did it.” When her mother next came for a visit, the housewife was prodded to ask why she (the mother) had cooked the steak that way. Her mother’s reply was, “Oh that? The pan I used was too small.”

			Like the mother, I don’t want to have to come back in order to tell my story. Instead, after I have departed, I want to live on through the stories that I tell. It is said that our stories are the footprints we leave behind as we try to reach out to immortality. These footprints are the memories imbedded in our minds: tales of experiences, some sad, others happy, some meaningful, others quite insignificant. Most importantly, these are our thoughts and ideas as we respond to life’s situations. As for me, I do not want to leave these footprints on the sand, to be washed away when high tide comes. I do not want to go to my grave without having played the music in my heart.

			In the eyes of history, most of us are nobodies. We will not be written about after we have passed. We mostly lead ordinary lives. Yet, most of us wouldn’t consider our lives to be failures. We survive in the hearts of our loved ones, in the little acts of kindness for which others remember us.

			Yet, the world hasn’t given enough acknowledgement and credit to “nobodies”. Books, films, and CNN often tell us of politicians and statesmen who may shake the world with their every word, of scientists who win Nobel Prizes, of artists whose latest paintings sell for millions of dollars, even of celebrities with thousands of followers on Twitter. These are the “great” peoples, their stories are like the tales of kings and queens of old. Seldom do we get a peek at the lives of ordinary people leading ordinary lives. With the exception of generalised social histories, we don’t often hear about the individual lives of the peasants, the artisans, or the merchants. We read about generals in battle, but not of what happens to their lieutenants or the foot soldiers. Famous inventors are fêted, but what about their competent assistants and helpers? These people with their “little” lives are the ones who keep the world moving forward, surviving into the future. We are our own history, and our collective history will change the course of civilisation.

			Again, far too many books which do tell of ordinary people often concern themselves with extraordinary tales of adventure, of great loves, or the horrors of personal pain and suffering. They talk about Machiavellian characters, or of heroism that is larger than life. But most of our lives are about petty failures and little successes. Likewise, we are generally careless rather than evil. When we are kind, it is random acts of charity rather than total selflessness. In short, our lives are mostly fair to middling.

			This book aims to tell my story. My experiences are not exceptional, but also not necessarily uninteresting or uninstructive. I am a member of a sub-set of people who inhabit the earth, and although this subset is a small minority given the population of seven billion, my story is nonetheless representative of the experiences of this small group. To use a ballpark figure, amongst the more than one hundred million Filipinos, say, even just one per cent would constitute one million, and a further one per cent of that one million is ten thousand. Could there possibly be at least 10,000 Filipinos who would think this book, if they take time to read it, relevant to their lives?

			Additionally, this book might resonate to some expatriates living in the Philippines who might find themselves confused about the local culture. As well, residents in foreign countries might enjoy reading it, perhaps because they have Filipino partners or friends. Or simply in general, it might be of interest to people who are curious about the lives of others whilst looking for shared commonalities—or differences—amongst us all. Could this book give some enlightening ideas about why we Filipinos do what we do?1 Or more broadly, on what happens to those who don’t fit in the societies where they live? Or it could appeal to people who somehow have become “homeless” in a psychological sense, so that like turtles, they carry their homes on their backs wherever they go.

			*

			It is sad that many Filipinos are not book lovers. Although footloose, they remain relatively uninterested in ideas, preferring to talk about people: of personal relationships with families, relatives, relatives of relatives, friends, friends of friends, politicians, celebrities, even strangers. They love sensual stimulation—eating, shopping, singing and dancing, partying—but are often not as interested in abstract thoughts. This is not to say this is a “bad” thing, as a seemingly high “happiness” index is frequently given to the nation despite its general poverty. Perhaps it is the Filipinos’ concern for relationships, which is a key to their perceived happiness. However, this relative lack of exposure to the world of issues and ideas, accompanied by a relative lack of opportunities for introspection—they are a practical and action-oriented people—can lead to a decreased self-awareness and, eventually, to lives not lived to the fullest.

			Socrates, the great Greek philosopher, famously said during his trial for impiety, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” The meaning of this short sentence has been debated through the centuries. If we are to take this quote at face value, however, Socrates is simply encouraging us to scrutinise our thoughts and impressions so that we are fully conscious of each step we take and deliberative in each decision we make. My dog Apollo doesn’t examine his life but I think he’s a happy dog, just as people who follow and comply with every tradition, custom, and practice without reflection can lead relatively easy and pleasant lives. However, this does not allow them to experience being fully human. Socrates concludes that the only life worth living is a truly human life. Only humans have choices and thus only humans can be truly free.

			*

			Should we be free? To be sure, freedom presents its own burden, so perhaps not everybody would want to carry the weight of true liberty. Many people in authoritarian states lead satisfying lives. It is said that the ancient Incas had a totally regimented but nonetheless fulfilling world, perhaps akin to the social world of ants where, by instinct, the individual is subsumed to the collective good. We find this true to varying degrees of many cultures in the world today.

			For me, freedom is extremely important. Admittedly, in a world of increasing complexity and nuanced experiences, the opportunity afforded by freedom—freedom to comply, or not, to believe or not, and its collateral, independence—can sometimes present difficult challenges. Nonetheless, it can lead to growth and to a richer and more meaningful life. I have made my own feeble attempts at pursuing freedom, and whilst the emotional costs have been high, I still think it was well worth the fight.

			In this effort to exercise individuality and independence in such an extremely collectivistic society as the Philippines, I am probably in a small minority of Filipinos. However, it is my sincere hope that this book will resonate with these people and others, both within and beyond the country.

			*

			My memories date back to the early 1950s, when my little town was still recovering from the devastating destructions caused by World War II. Located in central Philippines, Victorias Negros Occidental was home to about 25,000 souls at that time. It had a mono culture, with the main livelihood for most connected with sugarcane production and the processing of these canes into granulated sugar. Most of the population lived in plantations owned by the euphemistically named “sugar planters”, or more accurately, big landholders or hacienderos, each employing on average perhaps scores of tenant-labourers. With their families, these tenant-labourers lived on the plantation itself, housed in small, slightly built, thatched dwellings provided for them by the hacienderos.

			The lucky ones lived in the town’s much coveted development owned by the Victorias Milling Company. It boasted of beautifully asphalted roads and an array of neat housing developments. I wished I resided there too, but actually where I lived was in the town proper, in a not-quite-as-neat neighbourhood about ten minutes’ drive from the mill. Up to the age of nine, I went to a publicly funded primary school there.

			Flash forward to some sixty years later—I now divide my time between Manila and London where I maintain a pied-à-terre I have named Hol’nWall. I use Hol’nWall in the spring and fall when I spend some of my time in Europe, including extended visits to Berlin where my son now stays. From being a little girl who used to walk to a local government school in rubber slippers, I have since been exposed to alternative lifestyles, not necessarily more pleasing nor more satisfying. My horizons have broadened, and I am now perhaps more able to compare and contrast these different lifestyles, taking snapshots at various points in time and space.

			We now all live in a conflicted, polarised world—the world of Trump, of Brexit, of Duterte with their “grassroots support”, versus the world of “reason” and “openness”. This is a world in rapid transition: nationalism and nativism, on the one hand, and liberalism and globalism, on the other. It is as if centripetal and centrifugal forces are pulling us into opposing directions. We do not know which way we are heading—whether we are marching on to a more utopian or dystopian existence.

			There was a time, I would say, when life was simpler, or at least my understanding of the world and the choices I could make were clearer. It is the colour, the taste, and the smell of this world that I want to pass on and especially the thoughts that germinated within this old worldview. At the same time, I want to situate these experiences in concepts I have only more recently heard or read about in order to create contextual references.

			Why write now and not earlier? I have always loved the melody of words and the cadence of language. Even though I didn’t understand much of poetry, once a piece was explained to me, I would jot down and memorise quotable extracts from it. I’m sure a large part of this love was the influence of a couple of excellent English teachers. “This above all, to thine own self be true. And it must follow, as the day the night, thou canst not then be false to any man,” intoned my teacher quoting William Shakespeare. I would repeat this to myself whenever I was tempted to sacrifice what I thought was my basic sense of integrity. I memorised this when I was around ten, and although I wasn’t very sure what it meant at that time, it sounded most mellifluous.

			When I was about thirteen years old, I confided to my father that I wanted to be a writer. I wanted to be another Harriet Beecher Stowe who wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin and supposedly awakened her fellow Americans to the evils of slavery. I told him that I had written a short story, which had won a prize in our school contest. I now wanted to write about the “exploitation” of the sacadas or migratory workers in the sugar plantations of Negros—I had heard a number of stories about them and how they were being maltreated. But I had confused the sacadas coming from the adjacent island of Panay to work in southern Negros during the planting and harvesting seasons, with the more permanent tenant-labourers who worked for my family and for other hacienderos living in the northern part of the province. My more practical father said I was too inexperienced to write about such serious matters. Why didn’t I concentrate on my homework so I could grow up able to support myself, to be self-reliant? (Going counter-culture, my father was big on self-reliance.) I’m afraid that signaled the end of my dreams of being the first Filipino to win the Nobel Prize for Literature. Instead, I obediently followed my father’s advice and concentrated on earning a living so that, indeed, I could be financially independent. This is one decision I have never regretted.

			However, now that I am truly retired and have enough cash stashed under my bed, I am at last writing my long-planned book. Instead of a craft developed over the years, however, I can now only write from my gut. Instead of erudition and expertise, I have only snippets of knowledge picked up here and there—like those accumulated by many an introspective dilettante.

			Thus, more than facts accurately reported, I hope my stories will always reflect the truth—at least as seen through my eyes. Some of the people I write about are long gone, others are still leading active lives. Some facts may not be accurately reported. If so, I stand corrected. In other words, I hope that this book will elucidate some ultimate truth rather than merely factual information, in much the same way that one distinctly remembers the essential truth in events long past, however much the details may change with each recall.

			In Remembrance of Things Past, the much-admired French novelist Marcel Proust writes about how he relished madeleines. I had read somewhere that Proust couldn’t have been inspired by a real madeleine because real madeleines don’t disintegrate when dipped in tea the way they do in Proust’s novel. Like Proust, I too am not necessarily as concerned with factual details as I am with more general truths. Proust’s assertion regarding involuntary memory is certainly true, however. A simple taste or a smell can conjure up half-forgotten images, and transport one back to days long gone.

			The truths I want to write about are how my personal experiences and my responses to them have shaped my current values and attitudes. The book is divided into three parts for a total of seven chapters. Part One shares with the reader stories of my childhood—of my town, family, friends (or lack-of), and of the broadening experiences of travel, expatriation and repatriation, including values I had imbibed whilst living in individualistic Western cultures. They provide background information to the chapters that follow. Part Two is expository, explaining the highly collectivistic culture of the Philippines—the environment in which I must operate. Part Three expounds on my responses as a staunch individualist in an extremely collectivistic environment, and the consequent evolution of my sense of identity as a Filipino, a woman, and a Catholic. The concluding chapter is the most prescriptive. Informed by my studies, as well as the wisdom I have learned through the years, it discusses the broader question that concerns not only myself but us all. Given who and what we are, how do we live a good life? I end the book with a summary of current world affairs and asking where, collectively, we might be going.

			In Chapter 1, The Child is Father of the Man, I explore my family background: my parents, siblings, grandparents, and the comings and goings of a multitude of cousins and aunts and uncles living together in chaotic harmony—or not—under one roof. My large, extended family were socially and politically prominent members of our small community. Nonetheless, feeling burdened by this ceaseless cacophony, I dreamt of escaping its confines. This collectivistic upbringing and my reactions to it have coloured the rest of my life. We are all products of our genes and their archetypal imprints, but as I am very different from my brothers and sisters, I have concluded that the influences of these genes are mediated not only by our experiences, but also by our individual responses to these experiences—indeed by the very choices that we make. My siblings and I were exposed to similar childhood experiences. However, whilst they generally accepted collectivistic traditions, I rebelled. Who is to say which answer was right, but I know that as a result of these responses, my siblings and I now lead completely different lives.

			Chapter 2, Fly Away Home, expands on my years of discontent and wanderings: an odyssey of some thirty odd years—to America, back to the Philippines, then onwards to Germany, the UK, and repeated visits to Canada with the intention of retiring there, before finally deciding to permanently settle back in the Philippines. The hunger for a “home” and the feeling that elsewhere might be better than where I was, turned me in later years into an accidental amphibian—one who could live on land and in the sea, but nowhere completely comfortably.

			Chapter 3, entitled Power & Patronage, delineates what I think are the Filipino modal personality traits.2 Even as I use the word “modal”, no actual scientific analysis has been done. As such, my descriptions are necessarily stereotypical. Stereotypes are often frowned upon, but they provide us with an important mechanism by which we can make sense out of complex impressions. This shorthand, however, does not only contain inaccuracies but also carries an important caveat, and that is, not to judge individual members of a group based on stereotypical notions of group characteristics. We are all unique in our individuality.

			Moreover, by Filipino “modal personality” I do not mean to describe characteristics particular only to Filipinos, for other populations may exhibit the same traits to a lesser or greater degree. Thus, when I talk of corruption in the Philippines, I don’t mean all Philippine bureaucracies are corrupt, or that corruption exists only in the Philippines.

			Needless to say, there are numerous traits common among Filipinos which I exclude in my discussions e.g., time orientation, pragmatism, and amor propio (a form of personal pride which discourages them from asking questions). Instead, I limit myself to one generic value orientation—Philippine collectivism—and expound on how it gives rise to attendant behavioural patterns prevalent among Filipinos, such as the nature of power in their hierarchical society, the relationships between the powerful and the powerless, and their perceptions of their expectations from, and obligations towards, each other.

			Chapter 4, Philippine Business & Politics, discusses the practical applications of the notion of collectivism in two areas of activity paramount in the Filipino psyche—business and politics. The chapter includes issues on difficulties of installing bureaucratic procedures necessary in the expansion of family firms, family squabbles over inheritance (especially among the asset-rich) and, finally, the issue of corruption.

			In the remaining chapters, I write about the major concerns that I have grappled with for the longest time. Underscored by the dissonance between my temperament and values on the one hand, and the norms of Philippine society on the other, I have evolved a new personal integration influenced by my years of wandering—a personal philosophy, so to speak, which I have developed in order to resolve this dilemma.

			Chapter 5, Who Am I? raises the question of whether or not I am truly a Filipino. What makes a Filipino? The place of your ancestors where you were born and raised? A sense of identification with your kababayans or fellow countrymen because of shared heritage and traditions? A developed love of your country above all others—nationalism—that 19th century invention that to my mind caused much of the world’s problems then and continues to do so now?

			Because of my own unique circumstances, and even though I was brought up with the same heritage and traditions shared by most Filipinos, I didn’t acquire the same values and attitudes. Thus, nationality is simply not an important part of my sense of identity. Instead, I pick and choose. I admire the Filipino sense of humour, the English sense of fairness, the German love for order, and the American can-do spirit. Perhaps I really am like a turtle: I carry my home on my back. I identify with one cultural element here, another cultural element there, with a kind of eclecticism unbounded by the limits of geography. I wonder how many other people are turtles like me.

			Finally, I talk about my identity as a woman, confessing that my gender identity was late in coming, along with the awareness of the limited opportunities that society has imposed on me as a woman. In spite of the “Me Too” movement, true gender equality will probably be an evolutionary process, but I also recognise the great strides made by women in my lifetime.

			Chapter 6: Where is Heaven? details my spiritual journey from innocence to a life full of questioning, and my subsequent efforts to regain this lost innocence. However, it was not until I decided that there was nothing wrong with questioning, nor even with rejecting some of the Catholic Church’s teachings, that I found some answers to my spiritual quest. It is this journey—this process of searching for spiritual rootedness—which I want to share with those who may have similar difficulties.

			In Chapter 7, Happiness Is Not Just a Feeling, I posit that happiness is more than simply a transitory feeling of elation. It is an underlying and enduring state of mind and thus beyond sensory experiences. I borrow from the writings of the “positive psychologists” including the books of Martin Seligman. I point to the teachings of the Dalai Lama, aimed at losing one’s ego. And I refer to the teachings of various Christian religions on how to lead a good life.

			I have just come back from a long trek to Santiago de Compostela in northern Spain where I bought a fridge magnet. It roughly translates as, “The Goal is in the Process”. With a walking stick, a pair of thick socks in comfortable walking shoes, and a knapsack with a shell indicating that I was a pilgrim, I first bussed, then walked some 175 kilometres from the border of France to land’s end in northwestern Spain. Sometimes, I was with other pilgrims, other times I was alone. My walking stick would make a sound on the path with each step I made, and it was this sense of rhythm with my stick’s thump, thump, which made me relatively oblivious to the distance that I had trudged. In the cool air of September and the silence of the forests, I had a taste of what peace must be like. Could this perhaps be happiness, that happiness is peace, not only peace felt by the senses, but the peace of the spirit? I felt, then, listening to the tweets of the birds, that true happiness is not ecstasy, nor even joy, but peace.
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			Part One

			Personal Setting

			One

			The Child Is 
Father Of The Man

			… So was it when my life began;

			So is it now I am a man;

			So be it when I shall grow old,

			Or let me die!

			The Child is father of the Man …

			William Wordsworth

			In the twilight of the years, I think back with fondness about my earliest memories, as though the events I recall happened only yesterday. It’s surprising how time now seems compressed and how I can more sharply draw the shape and contours my life has taken. I remember clearly my town, family, school, and the snippets of stories that went with them.

			Victorias, Negros Occidental Province

			I was born and grew up in a provincial town called Victorias in central Philippines, a settlement that first started in the 1850s as a small community attached to the adjacent town called Sarabia. Then, with the expansion of the sugar industry in Negros, its flat topography and fertile soil brought heavy migrations from around the province and beyond, so that Victorias came into its own towards the end of the 19th century. Currently, it has a population of about 90,000, spread over a total land area of some 134 square kilometres. Still mostly planted with sugarcane, it has more than 150 individual haciendas or sugar plantations.

			Even as Victorias expanded, becoming a minor city in 2001, its design has not changed much. Like most Philippine towns, it is built around a plaza complex. The church called Our Lady of Victory is found next to the square, where are also located the municipal hall, the public market, the publicly-funded primary school, and the health care centre. This plaza complex follows the pattern of town planning brought in by the Spaniards when they first settled in the country, based on the series of ordinances issued by King Philip II in 1573 for use in all Spanish colonial settlements. When the Americans came at the end of the 19th century, they simply built around this concept. The town square would later achieve some fame when it was voted the most beautiful plaza in the whole province of Negros Occidental. Aside from the main buildings, it has a beautiful garden displaying the busts of a couple of its prominent citizens.

			It is said that, when still only a hamlet by the banks of Malogo River, the town was intermittently attacked by the Moros —Muslims coming from the southern island of Mindanao where most of them resided. They were said to have made their living through piracy, and to have spread terror amongst the defenceless inhabitants of small settlements such as ours. On the day of one particularly fierce attack and as everyone ran for their lives, lo and behold, there came a beautiful lady to their rescue. She was resplendent in her long flowing white gown and, treading on water with a machete in hand, she slew every Moro in the raiding party. The townspeople were so grateful that they named the town after her, Our Lady of Victory, “Victorias” for short.3

			The site of this miracle off the banks of the Malogo River is now called Daan Banwa or Old Town. The last time I visited Victorias, Daan Banwa consisted of small, tightly packed thatch-roofed houses. When you passed its narrow streets, you would see its residents, especially small children, running around. As the river would flood from time to time during the rainy season, I heard tales about how some people would get swept up by flood waters and carried away by the swollen river. This happened to a trusted employee of my parents.

			The locals would blame the increasing severity of the floods on illegal loggers who had denuded the hillside forests. Yet, ever fatalistic in a place where land is scarce, they simply resettled on the banks of the river as the floodwaters subsided. Bahala na, come what may.

			The house where I grew up was not too far from Daan Banwa, at just about the place where the main street, Real Street, started. Connected to the house was my mother’s movie theatre. In fact, my parents’ bedroom could be accessed through a small side door, which opened to a place near the projector room at the back of the theatre. This was where my mother obtained her spending money—ready cash she could use as she wished. The cinema screened mainly old, double-feature American films that I watched after school and all day during weekends. We children were allowed to go there in our pyjamas, eventually to be cajoled into bed by our yaya, the housemaid who took care of us. That was how I first learned to speak English—American English, that is—and to speak it with an American accent. I would dress up in my mother’s high-heeled shoes, wear her “fancy” clothes, and, facing the mirror, would imitate the actors’ looks, gestures, voices, and accents.

			Another cinema, this one owned by my aunt, was on the other side of the street. It showed Tagalog films. I would cross over and watch some of the films there as well, but by the time I was in my teens, they no longer interested me. I preferred Hollywood, so I remained at my mother’s movie theatre.

			On one side of our house was a hairdresser, right beside it was a mortician, and after that a photographer’s studio. I used to be sent to the studio to have a photo taken whenever there was some formal occasion. The background was a blown-up shot of a Western-style gazebo beside a romantic wooded garden, much as one would see in films. Following the photographer’s instructions, I would pose, seated or standing, and it would look as though I were in this beautiful moonlit setting.

			I had long straight black hair, although my mother claimed I had a bit of an espunghawo (naturally wavy hair), which was considered especially desirable. However, it was not wavy enough to avoid getting permanents every so often. My hair would get wound up in curlers with cords attached to an outsized helmet, which in turn had a thick, black wire plugged into an electric socket. I used to think Tuding, the beautician, literally cooked my hair. It was hot and uncomfortable and I hated it, but I supposed that was the price for beauty. More pleasurable was going to Tuding’s when we had an event in the Plaza, perhaps a dance number during the town fiesta. Like most children, I loved getting made up, and especially wearing lipstick—some of the rare occasions when I could look like a doll with red cheeks and red lips. Then, to make sure my hairstyle stayed in place, Tuding would put a hairnet on it, or create little waves by applying clips and pins until it stayed put. But I had a thick, coarse mane, so it was always a struggle, and Tuding would complain that my hair was fighting back, presumably because I had some espunghawo.

			I didn’t even want to think about the mortician. I was too scared to set foot in there, and in spite of the fact that it was only a few paces from our house, as far as I can remember, I never did. Now that I think about it, it was probably a good location because right across the street from the mortician’s shop was a beer house. Saturday mornings, especially if the Friday before was payday, I would listen to the housemaids telling their stories of the most recent fights and stabbings among its patrons. Once, it was the husband of my mother’s godchild. Widowed at 25, I heard she went to America. When I met her and her new family many years later, I asked her about her first husband and what had happened to the police investigation. Apparently, there were no investigations related to these stabbings, and families would let matters rest at that. People got drunk and if they were then involved in a drunken brawl, it was simply their fate.

			The establishments on the other side of our house were not quite as interesting. We had a neighbour with a number of children, but I was not close to any of them, perhaps because they were a bit older. One was a piano teacher, another grew up to be a “leftist” priest who became very unpopular amongst my family and their friends because he took the side of the labourers against us, the hacienderos. Something rather more interesting was to be found on the ground floor of their wooden house, which was a bakery. With a couple of centavos, one could buy sweetened bread, one of my favourites, so I was often there. Then, there was a hardware store owned by a rich Chinese, situated opposite the gasoline station and the pharmacy—but none of these were enticing enough for frequent visits. The doctor’s clinic was on a side street to the left of the bakery, again only five minutes’ walk from our house.

			I was very proud of our Victorias Milling Company, about 10 minutes’ drive from the town proper. The mill was owned by the Ossorios, a Puerto Rican American family who took advantage of the Laurel—Langley Agreement between the United States and the newly formed Philippine Republic. Under the agreement signed in 1955, the Americans were free to exploit Philippine natural resources whilst the Philippines would have preferential terms of trade in the US market for the country’s prime commodities: copra and sugar. The Americans later imposed quotas on sugar coming from the Philippines to protect their trade with other sugar-producing countries. Still, the price was significantly higher than those bound for the domestic market or the world market. Especially after the sugar embargo on Cuba in the early 1960s, it made the hacienderos in Negros extremely rich. A double-edged sword, it was also instrumental in their supposed conspicuous consumption and laziness, so that when hard times came during the Marcos administration, as the government appropriated much of their income from sugar, the hacienderos did not have the wherewithal to either convert or diversify their monoculture, and to adopt other industrial endeavours.

			In addition to a big sugar mill, Victorias Milling Company was also the only sugar refinery in the Philippines to produce granulated white sugar. As you crossed the bridge leading to the mill proper, the strong smell of molasses accosted your nostrils. We children would sometimes go and take a ride with my father when he visited the Victorias Sugar Planters Association, the offices of which were located opposite the plant. There, we could buy ice cream not commercially available in town, and whilst he collected documents and chatted with other planters, we would eat our ice cream and hang around, our hands on the grilled fence, as we examined the miniature display of a wartime submarine in military grey docked in a miniature shipyard. In retrospect, it seemed to have nothing to do with the mill but perhaps it was one of the personal interests of the Ossorios. I had heard somewhere that one of them was involved in the war.

			Further on, you could see rows and rows of neat well-maintained wooden houses in white and green with screened doors and small front lawns. These were the homes of the officers of the mill. We would pass them on Sundays on our way to church. My family often attended Mass there rather than at Our Lady of Victory in the town proper because it was held later in the day.

			I never liked St Joseph’s Chapel. I was scared of the murals covering the expansive walls showing mechanised hands, and the portrait of an outsized Christ projected on the apse, wrapping the columns leading to the ceiling, looking down at me angrily, complete with furrowed brows. Additionally, as the service we attended was for children, I never liked the noise and the chaos that went with it.

			Going back to the chapel some years later, I could see that, architecturally, it was in fact quite homely, shaded as it was by the surrounding trees, making full use of the breeze that crossed the gardens. But I still didn’t like the murals. Regardless of an open heart emblazoned on his chest, Christ looked stern and forbidding. I heard the murals were featured in the American Life magazine in the 1950s as a fine example of figurative expressionist art. Famous or not, critically acclaimed or not, it remains a place I would not visit if seeking some peace. I think those artworks belong in a museum rather than a church.

			What I did like were the icons—the life-sized one of St Joseph, in particular, with his Malay face. Nordic features were, and still are, considered de rigueur in Philippine-made iconography, perhaps on the odd assumption that the Middle Eastern Jewish family of Jesus and his disciples had northwestern European features, or perhaps simply because many Filipinos consider them beautiful.

			As you passed over another bridge, you could look down on numerous bagonetas, open cars on rails, full of freshly harvested sugarcane lined up, waiting for their turn at the mill. This site marked the start of the wide and beautiful rolling terrain, leading to an equally lush and well-designed golf course. The management of Victorias Milling Company lived well indeed!

			As a matter of fact, I generally heard only compliments being paid to the enlightened management style of the Ossorios. They paid their workforce well and made company shares part of the regular staff remuneration. When the Ossorios decided to leave the country, their employees were actually able to buy the mill. Unfortunately, there then came a series of mismanaged administrations, until finally the mill filed for bankruptcy and was in turn bought by a rich Chinese. The last time I visited the development, the once gleaming row of houses was in a sorry state of disrepair and badly in need of repainting.

			Victorias town, however, has retained its spirit of gaiety. There are the usual celebrations in the plaza, the biggest one being the town fiesta. The day that I particularly remember was the 26th of April, when we had a “Miss Victorias” crowned on the eve of the fiesta amidst an awesome display of fireworks. This was followed by choreographed dance numbers in full costumes, in honour of the new “Miss Victorias”. Nowadays, I hear the town fiesta is celebrated for days! The shows are perhaps no longer as lavish but we still retain the dances, now mostly to the freer beat of pop music, spilling over into the streets as the spirit of carnival takes hold. This is in imitation of the various street festivals the ever foot loose Victoriahanon (hailing from Victorias) have observed in other places.

			Such a celebration perfectly fits with the temperament not only of the residents of Victorias, but of the whole province, and, indeed, of the whole country: to capture the spirit of merry making at every opportunity—be it the town fiesta in April, the chartering of the city in February, or the special days of Maskara carnival in October. After years of failure in diversifying its economic base from the old sugar industry, trying at various times prawn culture, orchid growing, or some light manufacturing projects, it has found its economic soul—tourism and entertainment.

			Nevertheless, if the province is to develop its tourism industry, however, it still needs to build good hotels offering efficient service. From my experiences, service is charming and friendly, if not altogether efficient, but then to the locals, everything is ok lang (everything fine). I hear that, however, that there is now a professionally run small hotel and a tourism project under construction. Called Magikland, the project aims to provide a unique experience to visitors from the region, with facilities including rides, costumed staff themed after personages in Negrense folklores, shops and restaurants—one to be called Cinco de Noviembre, after an event in 1898 that effectively ended Spanish control of the island.4

			The Bantug-Palanca Family

			The tale goes that in the last years of the 19th century, there were three young brothers who came to the Philippines to escape the famine raging in their province in Fukien, China. Instead of staying together, however, they decided to part ways in search of their fortune: one went to Manila, another to the Visayas, and the third to Mindanao. They never saw each other again, but whenever we meet any Palanca, or so my maternal grandmother said, we should know that they are our relatives.

			My historically better-informed husband would later tell me about an allegedly rich and childless Spanish Peninsulare (full-bloodied Spaniard born in Europe) named Palanca who adopted his Chinese servant and bequethed the servant his entire wealth. This encouraged a number of succeeding poor Chinese immigrants to use “Palanca” when they took local names, perhaps hoping that some of the servant’s good fortune would rub off on them. (In order to mitigate widespread discrimination against them, many of these immigrants had agreed to be duly baptised as Catholics, taking Hispanised Filipino Christian names.)

			Wherever the truth may lie, it seems that Lucio Palanca (né Chi Lian Chien) went to the Visayas and settled in Victorias, Negros Occidental where in due course he met a local Filipina (Filipino woman) with whom he might—or might not—have fallen in love. She was fifteen years old, the daughter of Alejandro Acuña Yap-Quiña, a landed Filipino-Chinese whose family fortune had been squandered by a gambling uncle. (Alejandro Acuña is immortalised in a bust displayed in the town plaza of Victorias in recognition of his donation of some 20 hectares of land, the current site of the town proper).

			Lucio’s practice as a medicine man was financially lucrative, although being a Chinese immigrant, he was not accepted in the community. The marriage was one of convenience: respectability for cold cash. To add insult to injury, Lucio was by then an old man of thirty. My grandmother recounted how her father, with tears in his eyes, knelt and begged his daughter to accept this man twice her age for the sake of the family. She never regretted that arrangement, for Lucio would take care of her for the rest of his life. By the time he died, their grown children would take over Lucio’s job and my grandmother merrily spent much of the rest of her ninety-odd years playing cards and mah-jong (Chinese game of domino-like tiles) until she turned senile. Like a termite queen, her only role was to bear children, and that she managed quite well, churning out a dozen of them. My mother, Remedios, was the fourth eldest.

			Remedios would have six children of her own. Unlike her mother, however, she was peripatetic and a natural-born leader. Even as a child she was extremely willful. One of her early recollections was sitting on the steps of their house being repeatedly hit by her older sister for not obeying orders. She had been told to go to market for some errand or other, but no matter the blows she refused to budge. (She and her family strongly believed, as indeed Filipinos at that time did, in Benjamin Franklin’s old adage: spare the rod, spoil the child.) My grandmother, upon seeing the cause of the commotion, sympathised with her, “Neneng, here is one centavo. Go to market now and obey your sister.” With this incentive, Mother happily stood up and skipped along to market.

			Putting a high value on education, one of Remedios’ greatest disappointments in life was that she only completed 7th grade. Education, or more precisely, schooling, would always remain an issue in our family. One of the major reasons she was attracted to my father was her perception that he was smart, i.e. schooled. And so, regardless of the fact that he was “extremely dark”, certainly no asset to the fair-skin preference among Filipinos, she married him. On the other hand, when her grown children with advanced degrees contradicted her, she would say it was their schooling that made them crazy: this was apparently especially true of those with PhDs. She meant me, of course, as I was very much like her—independent-minded and rebellious.

			On other occasions, she would brag, “If I only had your education, where would I be now? Me, with my bakya (wooden clogs) talking to the bank president!” Truth to tell, my mother was extremely achievement-orientated, possessing an innate sense of self-confidence, never intimidated by anyone, a quintessential career woman ahead of her times.

			She admitted she was never interested in housekeeping or child rearing, later bragging that she didn’t know how her children turned out well, as she simply let them be. Nagdalalagko lang naman na sila (they just grew up on their own). I recall that whilst heading some twenty members of her extended household, she never had time to train any of her staff, who mostly came from the farms and were unschooled. Nor was she concerned about our meals. (She only admitted years later that she herself never learned how to cook). Consequently, our employed “cook” who loved fried food, would serve meals at any time she pleased, covering the cooling dishes, and setting the table with upside-down plates. She could serve “lunch” as early as 10am and any of us who passed by after then could flip open the plate and have our cold meal until she removed the dishes in mid or late afternoon when she would prepare to serve “dinner”. We were lucky when we could ask for fried eggs, which we ate with ketchup, or the usual canned food: Spam luncheon meat, Libby’s corned beef, or Vienna sausage. However, these were not always available, so we sometimes had to make do with, for example, condensed milk mixed with rice. We children survived through the tales narrated by our yaya: if you went to bed without supper, your spirit would wake up during the night. Hungry, it would go to the kitchen in search of food. Just as it would be scraping the last of the left over rice from the open pot, the cook who rose early in the morning would notice that the pot was left open, and would hasten to put the lid back. Then, the spirit would not be able to get back to its body when it would be time to wake up—and you would die!

			Thus, for the longest time, I could not identify with my husband and son who were more particular about hot meals and gourmet food. I didn’t understand why they would be willing to spend a fortune going to fancy restaurants and ordering fancy meals. They would say I was missing half of my life, and I would answer, “Fortunate are those who have peasants’ palates because they are more easily satisfied.”

			My entrepreneurial mother was always thinking of new ventures, either helping my father run his businesses, whether or not he welcomed her interventions, or jumping with both feet into her own half thought-out ideas. For example, when transistor radios first came into vogue, she bought a hundred pieces from Japan for a planned resale in the Philippines. There were also the knitted sweaters and electric-pleated skirts from Hong Kong. However, as she had a rather short attention span, these products were soon shunted aside when they didn’t sell readily.

			These took place in the mid-1950s and the start of the 1960s when, according to the historian Angus Madison, the Philippine per capita income was among the top in East Asia. During these key years, the Philippines was also one of the region’s most progressive economies, second only to Japan.

			My father, Abelardo, was, in many ways, the mirror image of my mother. She was a risk-taker, had boundless energy, and was impetuous—a bad decision, she would say, was better than no decision. He was idealistic, taciturn, and a bit timid. “Your father thought,” my mother would say, “I did.” She was the first to admit, however, that it was my father’s foresightedness which emboldened them both—she pushing him when he hesitated—to make high-risk decisions which paid off.

			As he was a practising sugar technologist with an influential job in the commonwealth government’s Sugar Administration Office, my father’s in-laws trusted in his capabilities. They relied on him to play a major role in helping my mother, and therefore, on my grandfather’s deathbed, he assigned to my parents the management of the still sizeable property supporting twelve siblings and seven orphaned cousins and their families.

			During the Japanese occupation in the 1940s, it was my father’s idea to turn much of his in-laws’ sugarcane plantations into rice fields, and the farm became the rice granary of the area. As soon as the emergency needs for food were assured, and the tides of war started to turn, he correctly anticipated the end of the war years, and the economic imperatives that would rise with it. The sugar mills would start operating again, he thought, but they would need canes to mill. Consequently, to the amusement of some friends, he started planting several hectares of sugarcane. Instead of waiting to harvest the mature canes at the end of twelve months, however, he harvested at the end of six months. He cut back the cane points and replanted them in ever-wider fields, thereby expanding his nursery. With the advent of peace and the re-opening of the mills, those with scarce cane points ready for planting made windfall profits. These profits were ploughed back into the haciendas so that by 1956, when he and my mother turned over their management to one of the brothers, he was fully prepared to start his own businesses.

			Abelardo also anticipated two significant events of the early 1960s. One was the decontrol of the Philippine peso which was previously pegged to the US Dollar at 2PHP=1US$. This resulted in the de-facto depreciation of the Philippine currency. The other was the deteriorating relationship between the US and Cuba, culminating in the trade embargo of Cuban goods. My mother fully believed in his forecasts and prodded him to look for big haciendas for sale with large assumable loans and standing crops ready for harvesting. It helped matters that, whilst managing their extended family’s farm, they had developed good relations with the bank. Consequently, when the embargo finally came, Philippine export sugar became much in demand, and with the decontrol of the currency, my parents made PHP3.90 to every dollar earned from export prices whilst paying the local bank only PHP2.00.

			It was easy to see that my parents had an auspicious business partnership, complementing each other’s strengths and weaknesses. As to whether or not it was a happy marriage, I do not know.

			My father was the third of four children born to an unschooled fishmonger. (I later heard from a relative that my grandfather Jose’s own family was more prominent but that Jose was disinherited.) Never having known his own father who died when he was five years old, Abelardo helped his mother catch mudfish and collect vegetables for sale in the wet market. He taught himself how to read from the old newspapers used to wrap their products. His mother, realising her son’s aptitude, asked more prosperous relatives residing in a bigger town to let my father stay in their household whilst he went to school there. By the time he was twelve, he was self-supporting, making and selling handicraft he was taught at school, and sharing his earnings with his mother.

			After graduating from secondary school, however, he realised the only way he could go on to university was if he could win a scholarship. But in the late 1920s and early 1930s scholarships were scarce and thus competition to secure one was fierce. For many of these opportunities, there were several qualifying examinations to be hurdled until, through a pyramidal process of elimination, one candidate was finally selected. He had already been awarded a scholarship for the newly-formed sugar technology degree at the University of the Philippines when he was informed that he had also passed the initial qualifying examinations to be a pensionado5 at the Annapolis Naval Academy in the United States. Reasoning that a bird in the hand was better than two in the bush, he accepted the offer from the University of the Philippines. It was a fortuitous decision for I could not imagine my retiring father in military uniform! Later on, he taught himself chemistry and successfully took another examination, becoming a registered chemist in 1955.

			It was my father who was the greatest influence in my life. It was he who insisted that I learn to drive, uncommon among Filipinas my age, so that I could take care of myself. It was he who encouraged me to read and learn because what I put inside my head nobody could take away. And it was he who later advised me to leave the business school where I had a frustrating career because, if I were willing to work hard, why should I let others take the fruits of my labour? Because of my father, I was never sensitised to the notion of gender role typing—I had always thought that men and women, aside from minor differences, were not merely equal but, essentially, the same. To this day, I still get surprised every time I observe glaring differences!

			It was only much later when I accepted the fact that, like all people, my father was not perfect. My mother was highly emotional, using physical force in their quarrels, hitting her children when they disobeyed, whilst my father valued peace above all else. Likewise, whereas my mother was steeped in the political machinations of her siblings in order to wrestle and wield power in our town, my father didn’t concern himself with politics. This was brought to a head when our house was machine-gunned by the political rival. Father was home at the time. He quietly walked to the movie theatre at the opposite side of the street. The gunmen, knowing that he was not involved, held their fire as he crossed the street. I was by then already out of the country but I would have been surprised if my mother’s guards had not returned fire. (If I remember correctly, she had two armed guards by our house at all times.) Despite such rivalries, nobody appeared to have been hurt. It was simply a show of force, a political charade. It would, however, culminate in my mother once more using her networks—a senator here, a general there—ultimately leading to a warning from the provincial military commander directed at her political foes to desist from their intimidation. It paid to have friends in high places.

			If the incident seems slightly farcical, my memories of fright in the wrath of my mother are still vivid. I missed the protection of my father, as indeed I saw in the case of my eldest sister. He abstained from what I thought was my mother’s unfair treatment of my sister in order to preserve peace in the family. Possibly to compensate, those of us who were lacking my mother’s affection, including my eldest sister and my younger brother, he took under his wing. Just as he encouraged me to take advanced degrees, he apprenticed my younger brother in his work. Hence, when he died, it was not his eldest son—among my mother’s favourites—who took over the reins of the business, but my younger brother as it was my younger brother who was more familiar with—and interested in—my father’s work. These early memories would imprint in me a deep regard for fairness, which would later dominate my relationships with others, and pit me against practices in a culture that didn’t value it as highly, and didn’t consider it an essential component of justice.

			Early Memories

			I woke up in the brightness of the white noonday sun. Lying in bed, alone in the room, I stared at the ceiling. Presently, my grandmother came and cooed, “Good girl, she was by herself and didn’t cry, nice girl.” She picked up my bottle and fed me. I felt good, not about the bottle, but about her praising me. Thus, my earliest recollection dealt with positive reinforcement, a pat on the back for a job well done. Ever since then, I have always hungered for pats-on-the-back. Psychologists call this imprinting—earliest experiences that form part of the backbone of one’s personality.

			I felt comfortable that day, lying on the mat atop a woven cane bed. (My family didn’t sleep on mattresses in those days.) It was a sizeable room with a huge ceiling fan and large windows on both sides. My memory cuts across time because I always associate that pleasant and bright image with the fear that one night someone or something, a hairy hand perhaps, would reach through such a window as we had, and steal me away when no one was looking. I must have gotten this image fixed in my mind from one of the stories told to my cousins and me by a household helper, or perhaps by Felix who operated the projector in my mother’s movie house next door. Whichever way it was, I carried the idea well into adulthood that happy moments were not meant to last—there would be a hairy hand coming after you. Who knows, perhaps they influenced my anxiety-ridden life, and shaped me into the ever superstitious adult that I became, my training in science notwithstanding.

			Felix would tell us stories about the Bagat, an evil old woman with hair standing straight out of her scalp, who waylays people walking alone at night. What she does with these people, one never knows—they simply disappear forever. The Bulalakaw are fiery birds. Don’t be in their path or they will drop a curse (sinda) on you; therefore, before going out, especially at night when they are prone to fly, you should always look up and inspect the sky. Then, there are the Aswang—evil witches who can look like ordinary people. You can use a number of protective measures against them: should you have a helpless baby with you, for instance, always pin a piece of ginger on its shirt as this will ward off the Aswang. Still, you must beware of someone who says your child looks nice and fat, for they can be sizing it up as possible prey. The Lantiog are giants who step over the rooftops of houses, you can only see their shadows, but they are harmless. So are the Tamawo or fairies, unless you offend them. A big tree might look like a tree but no one ever knows whether it is in fact the home of a Tamawo; therefore when passing close by, you must always ask their permission. And above all else, never point in their direction as they want to stay hidden from humans! I had a short memorised request—tabi, tabi lang anay, mga amigo kag mga amiga, paki daan lang ako (your permission, my friends, may I please request to pass)—which you must say on appropriate occasions.

			Much later, when driving through Ireland, I was reminded of Felix’s stories as I saw a highway road fork in order to wrap around a big tree before joining again not too far ahead. Our Irish driver explained that the big tree was meant to be cut down during the construction of the road, but the workers who tried to do it died one after the other, until the government could no longer find enough workers to build the road and so finally decided to simply bypass it. It seems the Irish and the Filipinos have much in common. That’s one of the reasons why the Irish would always remain among my favourite peoples.

			As if to show how the heart rules over the head long after the head is cognitively conditioned otherwise, I was playing golf recently when my ball flew straight into a lunok (a big, impenetrable tree, which could possibly be the grand house of a Tamawo), and I surprised myself when I automatically said under my breath, “Sorry”. Perhaps I was right, indeed better safe than sorry.

			I’m still searching for foreign equivalents on the interpretation of dreams. When you dream of glass breaking, a tooth being pulled, or of hair being cut—beware. Those are omens that a bad accident is about to happen: the moment you wake up and before uttering a single word, look for a tree and bite into its trunk—that will negate any foreshadowed bad event. Fair enough, I had thought, but in a big city where trees were difficult to come by, I decided any good old wooden furniture inside my room would do the trick, and so I would gently click a couple of incisors on my wooden night table, then peacefully get back to sleep.

			Our house was built a year or so after I was born in 1947, to replace our old home that was burned by the Filipino guerillas. These fighters came down from the hills after the surrender of the Japanese and, filled with Marxist ideals, torched the whole town including our place, supposedly so that everyone could restart their lives on an equal footing.

			That said, the Liberation Period was reputed to have been a heady time. My mother told me of receiving a whole roll of textile that my father brought home one day to mark the start of a time of plenty. As an accomplished seamstress, she transformed this into curtains, dresses, and even upholstery, to decorate our new home. Eternally grateful to the Americans, my parents named my sister “Armita” (for when the American army came in 1945) and me “Victoria”, symbolising the raising of one’s index and middle fingers in a V sign to greet every GI who passed by. “Victory, Joe, give me chocolates!” was the supposed refrain of children.

			Our new home was in the town’s main street, with its mix of residential and commercial establishments, for we had no zoning regulations in Victorias during those days. Originally, it was a charming Spanish-style wooden house with windows embellished with balconied grills first painted black, then silver, then grass green—depending on my mother’s mood when she would suddenly embark on her latest project of refurbishment. My young cousins and I would put cushions and pillows inside those grilled enclosures and play house, often observing the goings-on outside while eating snacks we had bought from the bakery next door. This was one of our favourite pastimes.

			The house would be increasingly mongrelised as my mother became ever bolder in trying her hand at architecture, redesigning it every couple of years until the balconied grills were all gone. After years of remodelling, the current one, now mostly empty, is a much bigger, undistinguished block of concrete, named by the townsfolk Balay Daku or Big House.

			As Balay Daku lost its character, so did our street. The neighbourhood became progressively noisier with the growth of traffic—from ear-piercing motorised tricycles and smoke-belching buses carrying paying passengers, to open overweight lorries with mighty cargoes of sugarcane, swaying one way, then the other. Moreover, my mother insisted on polished wooden floors and light-coloured ceiling-to-floor curtains, so that the housemaids would forever be sweeping the dust away or washing the ever-greying curtains. It didn’t help that for years, the sugar mill was spewing out tons upon tons of heavy, polluting ash, and the townspeople were powerless to put an end to it.

			When I started school, my first teacher was my mother’s cousin. I was seven years old then but I do remember that, although I had a good memory, I didn’t yet know how to read. Undeterred, and because I liked reciting in class, I raised my hand one day and “read out” one whole page about the story of two little children named Pepe and Pilar and their dog Bantay. Bantay said, “Bow, wow, wow.” My self-confidence was further enhanced when my teacher called out, “Excellent!”

			It must have been a year later when I asked my Yaya Teresit, the housemaid who took care of me, to please teach me how to read. She was concentrating on a magazine called Hiligaynon. I loved my Yaya Teresit. She was particularly fond of a column in the magazine called Tiktik, or “gossip”. It was written in Ilonggo, which was an ideal language to use as a reading primer. Phonetically, you read the words the way you see them. All the vowels are short regardless of where in the word they are found. There are no silent letters, and no difficult consonants such as “v” and “f”. A singular word would become plural by simply adding mga. Best of all, there is no such thing as correct spelling. You spell the word the way you say it, and if you spell it differently from your neighbour’s spelling, that’s fine too. And, of course, Ilonggo is my native language, so with Yaya Teresit’s instructions, I learned how to read the gossip column in no time.

			Because my family was prominent in the town, the town doctor was my godfather. He was a Spanish mestizo (mixed race), with an equally Spanish mestiza wife who always nodded her head as some sort of a reflex every time she spoke. They were a good-looking family and their daughters were friends of my sister. Much more important for me, my godfather was a very generous gift-giver. During Christmas, all my toys came from him: first was a doll, which unfortunately, I accidentally beheaded on the day I received it. Then, on the next Christmas arrived a carousel that actually moved and played music; after that, a sewing machine that really sewed, and as I grew up a bit, a two-wheel child’s bicycle. That I never really learned to ride that bike (or indeed any other bike) was proof not of my having been a risk-averse child, but of the fact that I had to share the bike with all my cousins who lived in the house with us. Sometimes we took turns, and sometimes we fought over it. In due course, I simply lost interest in it.

			My godfather died of a heart attack whilst relatively young and I heard the family had fallen on hard times and had emigrated to America, or perhaps Canada. I always regretted that I lost track of them before showing them my true appreciation for all those memorable toys.

			My own family didn’t quite believe in toys, and whilst I loved them when I had them for Christmas, I never missed them when I had none. My cousins had no toys either. Instead, we played imaginative games together. There must have been almost a dozen of us brothers, sisters, and cousins of similar age living in that houses — relations from my mother’s family. Of her own eleven siblings, two, sometimes three, lived with us—a widowed aunt with her four children, an uncle who never married but had two kids, and so on. My grandmother and other relatives were also with us at various stages of my childhood. As a result, I have conflicting memories of those particular years, but the earlier ones were fun. We played together with marbles and rubber bands—including a game where you placed several rubber bands beside each other on the ground and flicked your own band with your finger—or, in another version of the game, horror of horrors, blew your own band so that it lay on top of your competitor’s. That’s probably the reason why I don’t remember too many illnesses among my extended family—we all seemed to have acquired natural immunity and didn’t need shots!

			We played cards as well. For “money”, we would wake up very early in the morning, and before the movie house got cleaned—showings only started after lunch—we would roam around collecting cigarette wrappers. Chesterfield and Camel were the most valuable currencies while Salem was lower in value. Then, there was the stick game known as pitiw, a version of American softball. We would make two fat and strong sticks, one about four times longer than the other. There was the catcher, pitcher, and baseman. You would have to hit the pitched short stick with the long stick and make sure it wasn’t caught by the opposing team whilst you were running to the first and only base. I was particularly good at it.

			Shut-bong (a glorified form of hide-and-seek) was equally popular as there were all kinds of hiding places around the yard. I am sure many of us were tempted to hide inside the dried-out well at the side of the house, but even as kids, we were not that stupid. The well was deep and dark and could have housed dangerous snakes and spiders.

			We also loved the rain and would go and play under it. We would stand under the roof’s open gutter, pushing aside the mosquito larvae-infested drum that was used to catch the rain water whilst we stood in its place feeling the strong gush of this wonderful “waterfall” over our heads and shoulders. I would push and shove, or take my turn, depending on the mood of the group—not quite aware that I was the only girl participating and amongst the smaller ones at that. Or we would race to the, by now, rain-soaked and slippery Philippine cherry tree in the yard, daring each other to climb as far up as we could. Again, I was a fast climber, often beating the boys.

			Meanwhile, my older sister (the eldest sister being a number of years our senior, was already studying in Manila) and another girl-cousin my age played with the Spanish mestiza girls. Another of my mother’s favourites, my sister was the lucky owner of a playhouse built in the garden for her, and my mother bought her clay pots as well. She and her playmates would search for buried potsherds and use them as currency. They would divide themselves into two teams, playing sari-sari (variety) store operators and buyers. They would dip into their small, empty earthenware pots and trade their “wares”. This went on for some time until they decided to play cooks, and that’s when the playhouse burned down. I thought all these “pretend” games were silly. Instead, I wanted to compete with the boys. Years later, my mother was fond of telling me, time and again, a story of my having been quarrelsome. Our farm administrator, Sito, was one day shaking his head in amusement, and my mother asked him what was so funny. He recounted that I had arrived to join the boys, and before long, as to be expected, I destroyed their game, as to be expected. Perhaps, I justified myself each time my mother brought it up, I had to fight my way in.

			Another of my mother’s oft-repeated stories was how I was overheard by a friend of hers talking to my shy cousin of similar age. “Rosie,” I was reputed to have said. “Don’t cry if no one can hear you. Your tears would be useless. Wait until you see an adult coming, then wail as loudly as you can. That makes better sense.” I don’t recall any of these incidents, but I have no doubt about their veracity. Perhaps that and my being quarrelsome were some of the reasons why I thought my mother never liked me. My eldest sister was disobedient, I was feisty, and I thought she didn’t like either of us.

			One of the things I enjoyed was sitting beside my grandmother after school watching her play mah-jong. I must have been little more than five years old when I started learning the game. A woman named Pita would recruit three other players so they could form a quorum of four. Pita prepared meals and merienda (snacks) for the players and, in return, she would pocket the tong (change tossed on a small plate) paid by whoever won a turn. Sometimes when Pita couldn’t get enough players, my mother would pitch in and play for a while. But I was naturally on the side of my grandmother, watching her tiles, wishing she would beat my mother. After all, it was my grandmother who gave me everything I wanted and who tried to satisfy my every whim. I was her favourite! One reason for this was because I was born with two fully formed baby front teeth, an abnormality considered lucky by my grandmother’s Chinese relations. She loved it when I returned from school and sat beside her as she played. She thought I brought her luck. On one memorable day, my grandmother whispered to me that she needed to pull out a ONE BIRD from the tiles facing down. The three other ONE BIRDS were all out, there was only one left on the wall. So I did the honours, and pulled out the ONE BIRD tile. My grandmother beamed!

			If I didn’t become addicted to mah-jong, it was only because I left Victorias when I was ten years old to board in a convent school ran by Spanish nuns. Then, a year later, off I went again to another one ran by German nuns. There I stayed for some six more years, and I forgot all about gambling. I was only reminded of it when, in her later years, my mother took to slot machines. 

			Small-stake gambling had always been a favourite activity of her family. Never needing much sleep, my mother would go to the casino at night and still be up early enough for her daily activities. I remember one incident that my father recounted to my siblings and me. My mother had been in the casino all night and had crept into bed at around five o’clock the next morning. Knowing that my father worried about the effects of little sleep on her health , and noticing he was stirring, covered herself, still fully clothed. Pretending to be asleep, she didn’t fool him one bit. He jumped out of bed, catching her red-handed.

			After my father passed, my mother felt less guilty about going to the casino, perhaps on the grounds that what she was gambling was money my father and she had earned over the years. She would sit beside her favourite slot machines, at times not even waiting for the evening, instead starting in the afternoon. We understood all too well when the housemaids would respond to our telephone calls with, “She’s at school.” In old age, my mother had at last fulfilled her dream of going back to “school”.

			University Years

			After graduating from secondary school, I left Negros for university in Manila, resisting my father’s suasions to attend his alma mater, The University of the Philippines (UP), and choosing instead another convent school, called Maryknoll College, ran by American nuns. It offered a four-year course in liberal arts.

			Going to UP was totally out of the question. Not only the nuns but the bishop himself had warned us Catholics that we would be excommunicated if we went to UP, a haven for communists and atheists. By then, I had grown into a withdrawn teenager, afraid to displease, totally cowed by authority. My father never imposed his will, my mother didn’t get involved, and at any rate, the Church was the higher authority. It helped matters that one of the American nuns was actually the nanny of Robert Kennedy, whom I idolised. By then, I was living in make-believe worlds, a voracious reader of comic books—I preferred Superman to Batman because Batman didn’t really have superpowers. I was also addicted to teenage adventure stories, the Hardy Boys series in my younger days, graduating to biographies of Alexander the Great, history’s glamour boy. I would imagine him, handsome, young, and virile, with tawny locks and light grey/hazel eyes, astride his great horse, Bucephalus. I was also a consumer of pop music, listening to Pat Boone croon his songs over and over again until I could sing them, admittedly off key, in my sleep. In the 1950s and 1960s, American culture had so dominated not only their former colony but the world stage that, amongst my classmates, my American tastes were by no means unusual. The difference, of course, was that they had real boyfriends whereas I was still pining for Robert Kennedy and Alexander the Great.

			I wanted to write and to teach, but my father suggested I took up something more practical. Therefore, after graduating with a liberal arts degree major in English literature, I decided indeed to take up something “more practical”. I leafed through the programme brochure of the graduate school across the creek from Maryknoll College—The Ateneo de Manila University. Their catalogue started with letter “A”: Anatomy, Anthropology, Archaeology, Architecture, Art History …hey, wait a minute, “Anthropology” was quite exciting. You travelled to exotic places, lived with interesting peoples, learning and writing about them. I didn’t even get around to the letter “B”.

			It was during my second year of graduate studies in anthropology that my younger brother met with his “accident”. Unlike me, he followed my father’s advice and went to the University of the Philippines. For that, he was rewarded with a Volkswagen Beetle. During his first year at university, when he and a few ex-classmates attended a school fair of their alma mater, De La Salle College, they noticed a scuffle breaking out. One of their former classmates was being pushed to the ground by several boys. Hurrying over to prevent a fight, they thought they had succeeded but, as their group were leaving the scene, one boy shot at them, hitting my brother squarely at the back. It turned out that the gang consisted of children of prominent families in Manila. One or two were sons of powerful politicians, and another, the son of a top surgeon at the country’s prime hospital. They were on a killing spree. The campus guard who was willing to testify about the incident involving my brother, was killed before he could do so, as were two waiters in Aristocrat, a popular restaurant. Apparently they had displeased someone from the group. However, when they shot and seriously wounded the young son of the American consul, the American government filed a formal complaint and the courts decided to promptly prosecute. One boy, the scapegoat, admitted to pulling the trigger in all the cases and was duly sentenced to serve time. The rest remained free. After the media interest had died down, however, my family never heard any more about what happened to the convicted boy. It was this lack of justice in the country that contributed to my brother’s best friend’s decision to run to the hills and join the communist insurgents.

			The incident was to change the course of my brother’s life. He was then nineteen, a soccer player and active in other sports as well. He would subsequently spend his life a paraplegic. Admirably, it afforded him both strength of character, and a fortitude that was to see him through life’s challenges. This was in 1969. There must have been hundreds of people who suffered like my brother. I remember that as you went to most restaurants, hotels, nightclubs, and other public places in the country, this signage was prominently displayed at the entrance, “Please deposit your firearms”. Once, my family entertained an American academic couple at Madrid Restaurant, considered the most genteel restaurant in town. My sister, who wanted to give a good impression, stood between them and the directive so they wouldn’t see it, but they did anyway, and worse, commented on it. In retrospect, I guess they were not members of the National Rifle Association of America (NRA).

			I was already studying in the US when President Ferdinand Marcos declared martial law in 1972. At that time, I only had one other Filipino friend at my dorm but nonetheless word spread fast—few facts, lots of rumour. With no CNN or social media at the time, we were reliant only on radio and TV broadcasts. However, there was a total news blackout coming from the Philippines. Along with it, no one was allowed in or out of the country so that people were totally in the dark.

			When communication channels were finally reopened, I am very proud to say that I was one of the first amongst those I knew who got through with a telephone call to my father. However, it would not be until four years later in 1976 that I went back to the Philippines. By then, the country had changed quite radically. There was a curfew at midnight and people were much more guarded.

			No matter the difficulties, Filipinos are known to retain their sense of humour. When feeling helpless, they resort to jokes. Amongst the first jokes I heard on my return was about a radio commentator who had broadcast, “Para sa kauunlad ng bayan, bisikleta ang kailangan”. (For the progress of the country, cycling is necessary.)” This was a pun on the slogan promoted by President Marcos, “Para sa kauunlad ng bayan, disiplina ang kailangan.” (For the progress of the country, discipline is necessary.) It seems the military detained the poor radio guy in a military prison and later sentenced him to cycle around the park over and over again for everyone to see.

			I was one of those who initially supported in Marcos. Traumatised by what had happened to my brother, I witnessed on my return peace and order seemingly restored to the country. I saw better roads, new buildings and other infrastructure, which were sorely missing when I left. The World Bank/IMF annual meeting was held in Manila in 1976, a recognition I had thought that we were on our way to “economic takeoff”, the catch phrase for the Philippines at that time. I congratulated myself for taking the right decision to come back to Manila. In keeping with the wishes of my patriotic father, I would be participating in the economic recovery of the country. However, it didn’t take me long to realise my total helplessness in trying to contribute to any kind of change in the country. Deciding to “work from the inside”, I had sought and was accepted for a job in government. It took less than two years of total frustration to crush my idealism. It was now time to seek opportunities for a more fulfilling future for myself in foreign lands.

			Two

			Fly Away Home: 
Expatriation And Repatriation

			… While whales feeding on mackerel

			are confined forever to the sea,

			we climb the waves,

			look down from clouds.

			Marvin Levine

			Like “love”, “home” is a word that is saddled with a heavy burden. When we talk of home, we think of support, comfort, safety, sanctuary: far too big a load for such a small, four-letter word. It is of little wonder that some of us spend a lifetime in search of it, for where our home is, there also is our treasure.

			I had always thought of myself as an outlier, not feeling truly comfortable in my own skin in the Philippines. Even as a young girl, I identified with a cartoon character I once saw, holding a magnifying glass crawling under the dining table asking, “I’m looking for myself, have you found me somewhere?” Consequently, I spent a great deal of my life looking for where I most fitted, where “home” was, so to speak. This was to result in an odyssey of some thirty-odd years. Yet, I never escaped the nagging feeling that where I was, was never as good as where I could be.

			I must have relocated more than a dozen times, and not because of career moves either. As with many people who have lost their rootedness, I have not until recently felt really at home in any one particular place. However, I am now in retirement, and for the most pragmatic of reasons, I feel I am where I most fit—amidst the monsoon rains of the Philippines. I am living in Manila, where life is easy and help in inexpensive abundance: US$10 for home-service massage, US$20 for a good meal in one of Manila’s many excellent restaurants, and well-trained resident domestic helpers for US$300 per month. Then, there is the golf club right next door. Most importantly, I love the warmth of most people I meet, feeling less isolated than I did when I was living in Europe. I find myself quite happy here.

			However, life is easy for me only because I belong to the stratum of well off members of Philippine society. Any visitor to the country will readily see that, for many, life still consists of daily struggles. You cannot close your eyes to the wretched lives lived by those in shanties. As of 2016, 25% of Filipinos still live below the poverty line and they cannot possibly find life easy. Thus, my personal pleasures are mixed with a degree of guilt and a certain feeling of duty, in the spirit of justice, to contribute to the social welfare of the community.

			Negros circa 1960s

			At first it was all about dreams of Hollywood. Amidst the unremitting plains of monotonous sugarcane plantations through which I had a forty-five-minute weekend commute to and from school, I dreamt of more beautiful landscapes, more beautiful peoples such as I had seen in films.

			My first adventure was joining my mother’s friend’s European group tour in 1964 when I had just turned seventeen. This was my mother’s way of making up for not allowing me to go for a one-year Rotary Club exchange-student programme to Australia on the grounds that I was too much of a scatter brain to please my hosts. The trip was courtesy of the windfall profits my parents made in their sugar business in the early 1960s, and it served only to whet my appetite. I was also lucky. The timing coincided with the government’s experiment of changing the school calendar from June until March into September until May. (This was later brought back to June—March.) For three years, therefore, we had a three-month summer break per year. In two of these years, I spent the time travelling.

			I trudged on my first mountain deep in snow whilst on a couple of day’s stopover in Teheran. Onwards to Europe, I got my first glimpse of a young couple kissing in the garden—Filipinos are usually shy about displaying erotic emotions in public—and my only slightly older girlfriends from the tour group and I crowded around a window of our hotel, giggling. In Switzerland, I was mystified by cows wearing bells. Most of all, I ogled at handsome, young waiters dressed smartly in black tuxedos serving us whilst my group ate in upscale restaurants. In Paris, I watched bare-breasted women with elaborately feathered headdresses parade up and down the stage. In London, even the stage with the whole orchestra completely vanished beneath the floor as the leading lady came down a winding staircase whilst “waiters” sang “Hello Dolly”.

			After Europe, I spent some time with my uncle and his wife who were training at a hospital in New York. Whilst there, I visited the 1964 World’s Fair, watched Hamlet with Richard Burton, and attended, albeit only for a few weeks, the John Robert Powers “finishing” school. I learned how to carry an umbrella and hold my gloves, how to sit, how to get into a car, how to pick up something that had fallen on the floor.

			In Las Vegas, I used my recently acquired skills, did my hair in a French twist and wore false eyelashes. Who would have thought I was seventeen years old and not twenty-one, the legal age for drinking alcohol? My girlfriends and I spent the night with free drinks, gawking at elegantly dressed casino gamblers. Coming straight from a small, provincial town in central Philippines, to say I was in awe was to put it mildly. Indeed, my first extended trip outside the Philippines was a mind-blowing experience.

			In 1967, two equally innocent classmates and I, armed with a travel book, Europe on $5.00 a Day, embarked on another summer journey, this time going—if not exactly backpacking as there were no backpacks then—the low-budget route. What I missed in luxurious settings, I more than made up for in adventure.

			Going strictly by the book with its lists of hotels, restaurants, and free activities, we bussed from one to the other side of town in search of cheap meals, forgetting that time had its own costs as well. We detoured, got lost, decided the eating place didn’t fit our budget after all and so postponed our meal in search of the next restaurant, perhaps another hour’s ride away. In Rotterdam, we stayed in a hostel we had no idea was above a brothel until one of us saw an eye peeping through a small hole in the bathroom down the corridor. In Athens, we boarded a ferry to Crete—third class. I was in a tiny cabin with two bunk beds occupied by three other people: one, crowded around by the rest of his family, was coughing incessantly; another was possibly the owner of the pigs and goats which also travelled with us.

			We got left behind by planes, lost our luggage, and of course each other. Naturally, the most memorable were our many dates, all with strange men. We had made a pact: all-for-one, one-for-all. One of us would perhaps meet an airline check-in clerk who would get two friends and off we would go for the night, or a player in a band who would take with him two other members, or a waiter with a couple of kitchen-helper friends. Our greatest find was a Saudi prince—or perhaps not—but who cared? With two of his staff, he took us to see Rudolf Nureyev and Margot Fonteyn in a ballet performance in Vienna, then on to a Magyar outdoor restaurant with flaming kebabs. We had fun pretending we were part of his harem.

			A bit of cloud across the sun we didn’t even recognise was our little experience in Geneva. The three of us girls “decided” we loved Europe so much that we were going to study there, and accordingly, talked to the admissions office at the University of Geneva. The admissions officer was apologetic: she would be very happy to provide our blonde, blue-eyed American classmate with a form, but unfortunately, because of our race, my remaining Filipino classmate and I would not be able to apply at the university. This was my first experience of racism. As I think back I can’t help but be amazed at how official policies on racial discrimination have changed in my lifetime, albeit women were not allowed to vote in at least one of the Swiss cantons until the 1990s.

			Returning to the Philippines, I stopped wanting to be an actress. Instead I wished to be a tourist guide, so that I could travel the world. Failing that, I would be a flight stewardess. I leafed through the papers and saw that the minimum height for flight stewardesses was five-foot-two. I was half an inch too short and wondered whether they would waive that requirement for me.

			New York City 1969–76

			However, it was not until 1969, when I accompanied my paraplegic brother for medical treatment to New York City, and where I was made to understand I would live there with him, that I sleepwalked into America—the land of my dreams. Having spent most of my years in a boarding school, I had until this point led an extremely protected life. My brother’s doctors, however, soon concluded they could not do anything more for him and suggested he return home and get on with his life. By then, I was already enrolled non-matriculated at graduate school in Columbia University, so I stayed behind—an innocent lost in the big city with little money and no friends.

			I was crossing “no-no” areas like Morningside Park in Harlem, not so much because I was bold but simply because I was ignorant. It was not surprising that I later experienced being held up at gun point by five men whilst shopping in broad daylight and was kept in a small, dark store-room for three hours, together with the store manager and the sales girl! This appalling experience stayed with me for a long time. Thereafter, I would cross the street if I thought someone was behind me, would not enter the lift if a lone man was also there, and would jump each time I heard the telephone ring at night, afraid that, as in 1969, it might be bad news about my family.

			Nonetheless, New York City was where I grew up psychologically. More than academic skills, I learned life skills. With a tight budget, I learned to be frugal, to work hard even in jobs which were tedious and which required long hours. I have proud memories of having been a “Kelly’s Girl”. The agency, which specialised in providing temporary clerical help, would notify you when they had an availability for temping work—usually for companies which required a couple of weeks’ extra help. It would be up to you if you wished to accept it. Pay would be between US$2.25—2.75 per hour net, after the agency would have deducted its own fees.

			One summer, I worked for US$2.50 per hour at Chase Manhattan Bank in Wall Street, shunted in a small, window-less room, stamping FOR FOREIGN DEPARTMENT USE ONLY, eight hours a day, five days a week, for several weeks. To get to downtown Wall Street took me well more than an hour by bus from uptown Amsterdam Avenue where I stayed. After that assignment, I accepted a job in a company which sold anniversary medallions. The work entailed typing and licking envelops for a mail shot to be targeted at the listings of the New York City telephone directory.

			Some friends commented that I couldn’t see beyond the tip of my nose, as they thought I could have had better-paying part-time work. But these were the jobs I particularly remember with great pride. I met interesting people I would not have befriended otherwise, including a sad Hungarian refugee who shared with me some of his experiences during the 1956 revolution. I also applied for jobs for which others would think me unqualified. Searching for part-time clerical jobs, I said I could type sixty words a minute when I couldn’t. I naturally flunked the test. But, acting on a tip, I memorised the paragraph I was supposed to copy, practised it, and returned as a new applicant a couple of days later. I was hired! These experiences fostered in me a spirit of “can-do”, a confidence in my “innate abilities”, a willingness to take risks, and resilience in the face of failure. When I was fired from a summer job in a law firm for incompetence, I simply pushed ahead to look for similar work, my self-esteem undented. I reasoned that I could always learn on the job. I am now proud to say I can still type sixty words per minute. Finally, I was awarded a research assistantship at Columbia University in a resource centre for equal educational opportunities for minority groups, with some free tuition and a stipend. These experiences taught me to obsess over self-reliance and to scorn handouts.

			Having earned a Master’s degree from Columbia University, I began searching for more “interesting” programmes, transferring to New York University to register in a newly established PhD course called Media Ecology. I had heard that the department had a tie-up with the Children’s Television Workshop in New York City, and I was hoping that with my psychology and research backgrounds, I could work for the organisation. It produced Sesame Street, and the grapevine had it that with the success of the show, the producers were thinking of coming up with another one called Electric Company. As with Sesame Street, the directors would then be looking not only for artists for their production department but also for educational psychologists for their research department. I was hoping I could work for the research department, perhaps to determine such age-related learning variables as attention span, or retention capabilities of children at identified developmental stages. I am now happy that didn’t actually happen because, firstly, I had always been a messy researcher, and secondly, I don’t think I could have sat on my behind all day doing serious research work.

			Whilst in America, I once visited my sister and brother-in-law, and audited a summer course at Stanford University where he was studying. He took me to a striptease show in nearby Palo Alto to show me Vicky Drake at work. Vicky Drake ran for the presidency of the student union at Stanford in 1968 and almost won: she only lost after a two-person run-off. Posing nude in her campaign posters, her platform was 38-22-36. This was of course at the height of the unpopular Vietnam War when the American youth were also at war with the establishment. Still, I thought back to this experience and asked myself where else would I have found such silly sublimation of rebellion—a lesson that sometimes we should not take ourselves too seriously. This was what I thought I admired about America.

			I didn’t know whether it was the addiction to Hollywood films which predisposed me to largely American values, or whether it was as I once read—it is usually our first foreign encounter, the first foreign culture we experience, which leads us to love that foreign land. No wonder many governments favour scholarships for the young, those first timers leaving their home countries. It was probably a combination of both factors that influenced me. Thus I was not alone in being more American than my American friends, just as I would later meet people who were more English than the English. We seem to strive to be more than the people we try to imitate.

			By the end of 1976, I had been in New York City for more than seven years and had become a fully acculturated stereotypical New Yorker: impatient, direct, assertive, spirited, individualistic. At twenty-nine, I learned to walk even faster than many native New Yorkers, fought and shouted louder, and won most arguments. I met challenges head-on and wasn’t intimidated by anyone. When my parents came to pick me up after I completed my PhD programme, they were surprised at my transformation, from the withdrawn adolescent into a brash and aggressive adult.6

			However, nursing a broken heart after having been rejected by an American boyfriend, and full of the idealism of youth, I decided to go back to Manila right after graduation, to try and become a big frog, albeit in a smaller pond.

			Manila 1977–1988

			Just a few months after my return to the country I had a taste of what it must feel like to be that big frog. I was invited to join the Marcos entourage for a state visit to Japan. I witnessed first hand some of the accoutrements of power. In a motorcade riding the tall “Press” van with the police sirens blaring, I stared down at lower vehicles (SUVs were not common then) as they automatically parted to the sides of the road, much as the Red Sea must have parted in order to allow Moses and his people through. It was a heady experience.

			Through my sister and brother-in-law, who had become high ranking officials in the Marcos administration, I was invited to join as head of the Research Division—a new division formed to accommodate me at the communications centre directly reporting to the Office of the President. My first assignment was to negotiate with Sony Corporation the possibility of their putting up a processing centre for Sony Betamax machines in the Philippines. This was supposedly for distribution to the Southeast Asian market. I was working with an equally young Chinese-Filipino mathematician who had, up until that point, taught at Tulane University in the US but was recalled home by his elderly parents to care for them in their old age, and who returned to the Philippines under the Balik-Scientist (return-scientist) government programme. We were both promised responsible positions and high pay relative to local recruits. The idea was to entice Filipino expats with PhDs to return home—prestige badges for our respective government offices. My friend and I found ourselves Ma’am’s people (Mrs. Marcos’s), as opposed to Sir’s people (Mr. Marcos’s).

			As our Tokyo trip was to prove, responsibilities supposedly assigned to us were far beyond the capabilities our experience should have warranted, or rather, our lack of experience. Thus, nothing much of note happened during our visit, although I later wondered how the senior Sony officials in a Japanese corporate environment—all much older men—must have felt upon seeing and “negotiating” with us two kids, and I a woman at that.

			I didn’t last long at the Centre. In the six months or so that I was there, I struggled for paper clips but had no trouble hiring twenty project staff. A big culture shock came when a general meeting was called one Monday morning to inquire about the mysterious disappearance of a gigantic generator during the weekend. It was alright for a backpack camera here and there to go missing, conceded our boss, but an entire generator requiring a six-by-six lorry? I compared this scenario to that of my boyfriend in New York reprimanding me for copying his two-page personal CV at my office machine without having paid for it—my office charged their clients ten cents per page. Where does honesty end and practicality begin? Where do we draw the line if indeed a line must be drawn?

			What caused my departure from government service, however, were two events: the first being when I found out that my staff’s budgeted salaries were allegedly “temporarily” borrowed by Mrs. Marcos for one of her shopping expeditions to Manhattan. I was angry because I remembered a friend from the law firm where I had worked at several years before, coming back from lunch and telling me she had passed by the famous Tiffany jewellery store on 5th Avenue. The store had closed its doors “to accommodate your First Lady shopping inside. I saw a woman walking beside her, carrying a small suitcase…” I was left with having to break the news to my new hires whilst I fought it out with Administration as to who should get a share of the remaining funds.

			One Monday morning soon after that, the second incident occurred. During the preceding weekend, and without my knowledge, my assistant was called to conduct a poll on the popularity of Benigno Aquino, Marcos’s most vocal critic at that time, and to report their so-called “findings” to the Office of the President, compliments of my boss. Obviously, I was not trusted to give the “right” results. Even as I left my job, I remained consultant-at-large to the government for another year or so, but I found it impossible to work on a stable project. Along with my Filipino-Chinese mathematician friend, we two misfits floated and flitted around different government offices. We were asked here and there to start large nationwide projects—everything was writ large then—needed yesterday but forgotten the day after we were assigned to work on them. What we didn’t know until later was that the government had the habit of giving several parties the same tasks as though it were some kind of a bidding process. In the meantime, it was the person who was seen who was heard, and that lucky person would have gotten all the resources they would have needed, that is, until these resources were withdrawn to perhaps fund another completely different activity.

			We were expected to crowd around Mrs. Marcos, perhaps fetching her from the airport when she returned from one of her trips, all the while elbowing each other to stand where she could see us so that she could be reminded of our existence. Likewise, we had to keep our ears firmly to the ground so we too could attend whatever social functions she might have graced with her presence. Again, we would have to struggle our way in to be as close to her side as possible. Anyone who was around became part of her entourage. On one occasion, my mathematician friend almost burst his bladder whilst he sat at the dinner table with Mrs. Marcos as she held court, listening to her many anecdotes and waiting for her to leave for her next engagement before he could dare go to the bathroom.

			It was with a heavy heart that I realised that, all my youthful idealism notwithstanding, I wouldn’t ever be able to help effect change from within the government—even if it was only to simplify the procedures for requisitioning paper clips. I simply didn’t have the requisite temperament and skills.

			I therefore worked briefly at the South and Southeast Asia regional office of Bank of America, at that time located in Manila. However, they soon transferred to Hong Kong, whilst I decided to teach at one of the leading business schools in Manila, where I stayed for the next seven years. I was attracted by the greater autonomy the school promised, and by my love of teaching, but I found the culture of my new place of employment another microcosm of the many ills in Philippine society. It was there where I finally lost the remnants of my idealism.

			On 7th of February 1986, a snap presidential election was held in the Philippines. President Marcos had by then governed the country for more than twenty years, a large part of it under martial law. However, under pressure from his ally, the U.S., and in order to silence his many critics, he confidently thought he could handily “win” another election a full year before his current term was due to expire. It was a political miscalculation on his part.

			He ran against the widow of his rival Benigno Aquino who, it was generally believed, was killed under Marcos’s or his wife’s orders. Because Marcos was known to have rigged past elections, ordinary citizens volunteered to join a watchdog called the National Citizens’ Movement for Free Elections (NAMFREL). Together with other observers, both foreign and local, NAMFREL volunteers watched the polling stations. I was one of those volunteers. We were instructed specifically to be mindful of “goons” and to guard the ballot boxes. Voting in my precinct was uneventful, but I was later instructed by NAMFREL’s district leader to take home two locked ballot boxes and guard them for the night. Naively, I followed her instructions, telling my foreign husband when I got home to be careful not to open the sealed boxes. He went straight into panic mode, running here and there, not knowing where to hide the boxes, muttering all the time that his family had diplomatic immunity.

			On our way to City Hall for canvassing the next morning, my companion and I were mobbed by the crowd, supposedly to protect us and the ballot boxes. It was only when I couldn’t breathe that I started to panic. Thankfully, a couple of more sensible souls spread their arms between us and the crowd, shouting, “Padaanin ninyo, padaanin ninyo!” (Let them pass, let them pass.) The crowd then parted until we reached the Canvassing Room.7

			Events were in a haze the week after. Thirty-five official tabulators walked out of the office of the Commission on Elections in protest. Mostly women, they were all in their twenties. Their mass protest was instigated by their discovery that their figures did not tally with the ones being officially announced. This was the final straw that triggered a mass demonstration of more than a million people marching on the streets of Manila chanting, “Basta ya, tama na” (stop now, enough already). Carried by this groundswell, I too played my small part. The marchers were encouraged by the confetti of shredded newspapers thrown down to us from the offices above the streets of Makati, as though we were in a ticker-tape parade.

			Many of my friends remembered the next few days—22nd to 25th of February 1986—as a mixture of fun and fear. In the afternoons, people enjoyed the spirit of camaraderie as volunteers brought the protesters sandwiches and drinks, and families brought their children along. When the nights came, however, and the revelers had gone home, the anxieties would start to build up. You could smell the pungent odour of burnt tyres, and you would hear constant rumours of tanks coming your way. My fellow volunteers and I were instructed to lie down on the streets in front of a television station taken over by the rebels, in order to guard it against these expected tanks. Bravery was never one of my virtues and needless to say, I spent my first and only night catastrophising. Rumours were rife. Our group leader would bark, “Nuns first, women and children next …” Only to be then informed it was a false alarm.

			To be fair to President Marcos, I later heard—I didn’t know whether or not this was true—that he specifically gave the order not to shoot at the protesters. At any rate, many soldiers and pilots brought their equipment with them as they joined the rebels. Ever since, Filipinos have called that week “The Miracle at EDSA”. What was truly a miracle was that no trigger-happy soldier panicked enough to shoot at the crowd—an oft-repeated occurrence in similar events elsewhere. Perhaps it was also partly because the air of festivity, together with the sight of nuns with their rosary beads, provided a non-threatening atmosphere.

			After Marcos had escaped to Hawaii, I was one of those who celebrated the ascendancy of Corazon Aquino, only to become disheartened by her government. I had thought that she had been given a unique mandate to wipe clean the corruption and excesses of the Marcos regime. Her popularity was so widespread that she could have done almost anything, and I think it would have been accepted by the Filipino people. But I came to the view that she didn’t have the moral courage to start anew and to go against the various vested interests of her family and friends, most of whom were members of the elite. Many would later call her tenure the restoration of the old order.

			By 1988, I was totally frustrated, whilst having had a number of options open to me. Accordingly, like Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince who decided to escape by flying away from his planet with the aid of a flock of birds, I decided to emigrate—first with my husband when he decided to go back home to Germany. Then after another of our marital spats, I applied for a job in Singapore. I was accepted to teach at the newly established Nanyang University with an attractive compensation package. At the same time, my husband was offered a job at the also newly established European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) in London. He invited me to join him in order to give our marriage another chance, and I opted to go with him to London.

			London and South Buckinghamshire, UK 1991–2004

			My husband Klaus, legal ward Paul (to be fully adopted by Klaus and me several years later), and I arrived in London in August 1991. The EBRD was a multilateral international bank tasked with bringing about the privatisation of government-owned enterprises in the newly independent states in Eastern Europe. We were to stay in London for the next twelve years, with weekends spent in our country home situated between the little towns of Burnham and Taplow in southern Buckinghamshire (South Bucks), approximately forty-five minutes’ drive from our West London flat. I played golf, Klaus loved his walks in the surrounding forested areas by the River Thames, and Paul invited schoolmates from St Philips, his day school in London, to spend the weekends with us.

			I was not prepared for life in London and Buckinghamshire. I had initially thought London would be like New York since both the English and the Americans are mostly Anglo-Saxons. I was mistaken. My initial impression of the UK was that life was slower and less harried. In the early 1990s it had not yet embraced the “cool Britannia” feel of the 2000s. Perhaps it was because we arrived during the time of economic recession that I felt the locals were less efficient and less work-orientated. For example, just when you expected your furniture to be delivered, the lorry would break down. Also the locals were much less welcoming. My friends, none of whom were English, would joke that this was a Third World country—that the English were so used to their empire that they had forgotten how to work. Our Circle Line train was always late, the buses were unreliable. Perhaps, my small son would opine, the drivers were having tea together, because often, after a long wait, three buses would come in quick succession.

			Even back then, like New York, London was a multicultural city, but whereas in New York, your friends came from all over the world, in London, you circulated with your own ethnic group whilst the rest of the community left you alone in a spirit of generous tolerance. New York was a melting pot, London a salad bowl.

			We lived in a mansion flat (purpose-built flats usually constructed during the Edwardian period around the turn of the 20th century) at the back of Kensington High Street. It was a convenient location, three minutes by foot to the tube station, (albeit with an unpredictable tube line), with two attentive porters. They would invariably greet us every morning with talk about the weather—either it was bright or would soon turn around. I had the good fortune of having next door neighbours who were much friendlier: a couple from Sweden. After they left, they were replaced by a family from mainland China with a son of Paul’s age; then a Jewish couple from New York moved in. Unfortunately, these were itinerant expatriates, and after an average stay of a couple of years, they were reassigned elsewhere. By then, we would have formed bonds of friendships and I missed them greatly when they left.

			In South Bucks, our weekend place was in a country mansion called Nashdom (Russian for “Our Home”), designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, a prominent English architect who also designed New Delhi. This once grand mansion housing a Russian prince and his English heiress-wife had been converted into town houses and apartment units. We bought one of the town houses and I became a member of the nearby private golf club.

			As I could never get close enough to the English to befriend them, I read books in order to understand them: from Bill Bryson’s Notes from a Small Country to Jeremy Paxman’s The English. Much of what Paxman wrote I had observed as well: the English were predominantly moderate and fair, but also often prejudiced and distant. They were certainly totally uninterested in me and my family. I noted that even during breaks in various workshops that I attended, or perhaps over lunches after a golf competition, I was often left to myself, ignored by everyone—as though I were a piece of furniture. I had heard that the English were polite and courteous; and so I reflected, hmmm, where was the vaunted civility of the English? As a young girl, I was taught that whilst seated at a dining table, etiquette mandates that you talk at least to the person on your right and the person on your left. I often wondered why they were not at all curious to find out where I came from, or how long I had been in the UK, or what I was doing in their country. After all, I looked very different, and surely, that at least should have elicited some interest? Except for the brief spell of an Indonesian married to an Englishman who joined the club for a few months, I was virtually the only non-Caucasian member and felt utterly unwelcome.

			Perhaps it is true, that geography is destiny. Inhabiting an island with a wet and humid climate, I found the English strangely provincial, wanting to keep to themselves with no intrusions from strangers. Whilst there, I learned to respect their privacy, even developing the trait myself so that when I repatriated to the Philippines, I had some problems coping with what I felt was the constant invasion of my privacy. However, privacy carried to the extreme can lead to isolation.

			I was not therefore at all surprised to read recently that in January 2018, Britain officially appointed its first “Minister for Loneliness” in order to address what the government felt was a growing epidemic of isolation and solitude in British society.

			Despite the downside of my residency, I was not unhappy, at least not in London. London, I thought, was a different country altogether as it seemed that half of the city was populated by members of minority groups such as myself, with all the variation and vibrancy that fact brings. I earned my financial independence during my stay there, and this gave me a great deal of flexibility in my life, and the luxury to enjoy the many pleasures the great city had to offer: museums, operas and concerts, travel, dining, shopping.

			I grew to love London. I loved the summertime open-air operas in Holland Park—only a ten-minute walk from where I lived. In these uniquely British affairs, you brought your own picnic hamper, complete with china and cutlery, tablecloth, stemware, cold food, and perhaps a bottle of champagne. You would reserve an open table in the park or even simply sit and spread your tablecloth and dinnerware on the grass. Dressed in more formal clothes, you would luxuriate in the light breeze of the late afternoon sun (hopefully) among the park’s resident peacocks. These feathered residents might have their own loud repertoire to accompany the soprano, perhaps just as she ended her aria. Amused, the audience would smile. Intermissions would be spent finishing your picnic meal. You tidied up your own litter afterwards. An especially memorable night was when Paul and I sat on the bench outside the marquee where the opera was staged. We couldn’t get official tickets, but seated on a park bench outside, we found ourselves perfectly able to listen to Carmen whilst enjoying the cool evening air under the full moon.

			Then, a big bookstore was nearby. Employed there were some very good literary-minded personnel who could help you out when you said something like, “I’m interested in the general history of the Crusades. Can you suggest something readable?” After a couple of questions to gauge your degree of sophistication, they could lead you to half a dozen books, and discuss what they thought were the merits and demerits of a selected few.

			The British Museum was further afield, but if I hadn’t resided where I did, I would have moved to Bloomsbury and happily lived in the museum. A history buff that I am, it is probably my most interesting activity in London. It helped that as a member of the “Friends of the Museum”, I didn’t have to stand in the ever-lengthening queue getting into the museum and I could enter all major exhibitions free of charge plus enjoy generous discounts in museum shops. It was worth every penny of the annual dues. Another talent of the English is their presentation skills—they could make even the most seemingly humdrum artifact come alive with significance.

			Most importantly, as I got older and had more frequent medical needs, I was pleased to note that the hospital—with some very good doctors consulting there—was not more than a five-minute walk from my place. This helped reduce my anxiety levels whenever I sought medical treatment. Another short walk and you had a quiet Catholic church. A Michelin star restaurant, my bank, Waitrose, and Marks & Spencer grocery stores were more or less in the same street.

			This is to say that, London, with all of its approximately eight million people, maintains a local village-like feel. In my little “village”, my daily needs were serviced by these assorted facilities, all well within walking distance. It is possible that these neighbourhood configurations are the peculiar result of London’s history. Originally, different parts of London were villages, growing helter-skelter, encroaching on each other, until the Great Fire of 1666. There were then master plans to rebuild the city with “pomp and regularity”—another Paris perhaps—including one planned by the great English architect Sir Christopher Wren, who proposed big, formal boulevards. He was, however, opposed by the merchants and artisans who wanted “business as usual”. In the end, Wren had to be content with his masterpiece, St Paul’s Cathedral.

			Today, you can explore London’s “villages”, guided by a plethora of London Walks information pamphlets, “village” by “village”, with detailed maps that list their various points of interest. Unfortunately, I cannot read maps nor do I know my left from my right, and consequently have to rely on friends to find my direction. (My husband used to remind me that my left was where I wore my watch.) One of them, a Filipina married to a Jewish property investor, knows all the shortcuts around these winding streets. Another Londoner is a Canadian married to an Egyptian. A third, a German management consultant, lives by herself. Even after moving away, I have maintained these friendships, making an effort to see them each time I am in town. The rest of the community simply leave me be.

			*

			When Paul was eleven, he started nagging Klaus and me about boarding school, finally going to Harrow School in 2003 when he was thirteen. Klaus then decided to go back home to Münster in Germany. For my part, I decided to move to Nashdom and stay there full-time. The time spent alone in South Bucks was the most isolating experience in my life. The enigma of expatriation—I wanted to fit in but remained outside looking in. I gave small parties and invited neighbours, but aside from the thank-you notes that I would invariably receive the next day, there was no reciprocation. I couldn’t make friends. As far as the English were concerned, I was a foreigner. When I complained to a friend from London, she replied, “They [the English] even think the French are foreigners, how much more you?”

			On the positive side, it gave me some personal experiences behind the theories I had learned and later used when I conducted workshops on expatriation and repatriation, talking about culture shock, coping mechanisms, and the process of adaptation to foreign cultures.

			Freiburg-im-Breisgau 1989–1990 and Münster, Germany 2013–2016

			In 1989, after a long stint at the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in Manila, Klaus moved to Freiburg-im-Breisgau, a pretty town of some 200,000 souls at the foot of the Black Forest in south–western Germany. He had taken early retirement from the ADB and was attracted to the place for its reputed sunny weather, and its proximity to both France and Switzerland.

			I stayed in Freiburg with him for a while and have fond memories of the city, taking an intensive course in German at the Goethe Institut, often driving to the Black Forest with him, an area of great nostalgia. As a very young boy, Klaus spent some of the war years in the Black Forest. His uncle was with the Salesian Brothers there, and his father relocated the family nearby to be away from the intense fighting elsewhere.

			Freiburg was a university town and Klaus thought it liberal and welcoming, although I gravitated to the company of my classmates at the Goethe Institut, mostly young foreign kids who had been offered scholarships by the German government and were given six months of intensive German language classes before this offer was confirmed. I rejoiced with the community during the fall of the Berlin Wall, watched the spontaneous parades, and saw houses draped in German flags. It was as if I were in flag-waving America.

			As it turned out, Klaus soon accepted a job in London, and by 1991, we had moved there. We were to stay in the UK until 2004 (when Paul went to boarding school) and Klaus decided to go back to Münster in order to retire there. Whereas he wanted to leave the city in his youth when he found it too constricting, in his old age, he decided Münster in north–western Germany was his heimat8 after all.

			On the other hand, I had thought I could no longer live in a small town in Germany, and so made plans to move back to Manila. By then, having already forgotten what little German I knew, I did not want to be marginalised in my old age when relearning the language became more difficult and where few people I met spoke sufficient English. On the part of Klaus, he thought his long employment at ADB was enough foreign experience. He found Manila simply too hot, too noisy and chaotic, with too much traffic, too much pollution, too many people, and too much food!

			Even after this joint decision, with Paul in the UK, Klaus in Germany, and I in the Philippines, the family tried to do things together, keeping in regular contact by phone and meeting perhaps two or three times a year to go on holidays together. Meantime, Klaus would fly to the UK once a month when Paul was allowed to leave boarding school for the weekend.

			My next extended stay in Germany was to be in the reconstructed city of Münster, by now the place of residence of some 300,000 people in the state of North Rhine-Westphalia. Towards the end of 2013, Klaus was taken ill, and the next three years—until May 2016 when he died—were to be a highly traumatic experience for our family.

			Paul and I stayed in Münster whilst Klaus was in hospital with double pneumonia. However, soon after we left in 2014 when we thought he had recovered, he was diagnosed with dementia. The social worker from Caritas, a Catholic organisation in deeply Catholic Münster, informed the German court that they could not get in touch with the family who lived outside the country. In no time at all, the court had appointed a legal guardian to act for Klaus. Apparently, in cases where someone had not left a document regarding guardianship should they become incapacitated, the court would decide whom to appoint. Klaus would later explain he simply didn’t know such documents were necessary. However, because of the dementia diagnosis it was now too late for him to do anything, as he was, thereafter, considered incapable of making reasonable decisions.

			It was only from a message emailed by Klaus’s friend that I learned about the legal guardian’s appointment. Initially, I had thought of inviting Klaus to live with me in Manila. When I was informed that was no longer possible as he was now a ward of the court, I thought an appointment of a local as guardian made sense as it was indeed true that I lived far away and Paul was still at university and could not move to Germany until he graduated. However, what I didn’t know was that even as family, Paul and I would have no rights whatsoever, including rights to information. When I speedily visited Klaus in his flat, I found that he had not been adequately cared for, even though he had a full-time, supposedly “live-in” caregiver. By then, he had physical difficulties in moving around, but his apartment—especially his bathroom—had no grab rails, no non-slip bath mats, nor anything else to make it safe. His caregiver simply had the skill-set of a housekeeper. She stayed in a separate apartment next door, with no means of electronic communication between them. She mostly came in to serve his meals and to clean. The only care service I came to appreciate were the roving nurses who visited twice a day to give him his medication and to ensure that he took them.

			Doctors, nurses, caregivers, and other people in the health professions in Münster that I met often spoke very little English. Even when much later I was allowed by the guardian to consult with them directly, I felt helpless and therefore relied on Paul in far-away Manila who spoke fluent German. For meetings, I would sometimes have to pay interpreters who charged rates by the hour and, for documents, translators who charged by the page.

			In no time, it was apparent, however, that the real bottleneck was the legal guardian herself. When I next visited Klaus a few months later, he was undergoing diagnostic tests in another hospital whilst his caregiver stayed and waited in her assigned apartment. The hospital staff informed me that Klaus had not had a change of clothes for almost a week because they could not get in touch with the guardian. It later turned out she was on holiday in Barcelona. Unfortunately, she alone could give instructions to the caregiver.

			Paul was in and out of Manila helping me. He actually missed a final exam because he had to fly to Germany on short notice. We had received an appointment to see the judge, and we wanted to persuade her to award the guardianship to Paul if he promised to search for a job in Germany after his graduation the following year. Family who resided elsewhere often did not qualify for guardianship. Failing to get approval for Paul’s application, we requested that she, the judge, change the guardian.

			To give some background information: once a legal guardian has been appointed, everyone, including family, loses all their rights and obligations towards the “Ward of Court”. Especially disheartening to me was losing my rights to know what was happening to my husband. Legally, doctors could not give Paul and me feedback about Klaus without the permission of the guardian. For example, I obviously wanted to find out exactly what kind of dementia Klaus suffered from, along with other details about his illness. Up until the time he died, he had no trouble recognising either me or Paul, talking to me in English, and to the nurses and caregivers in German, giving his opinion about various issues. The problem with mass immigration, he said, was that Germany could get indigestion. Still, he did keep forgetting things and, when stressed or tired, became disoriented. But he retained his love for good food and enjoyed meals and trips outside. However, the guardian required us to have explicit permission each time we took Klaus out.

			We met with the judge just once. She emailed us just once. After then, regardless of my attempts at further communication, we were unable to have further dialogue for which we had so fervently wished. My letters and emails went unanswered. We also visited her office but were unable to secure another appointment. Needless to say, this caused a great deal of frustration. I wanted to show her the details of my personal financial resources, in case she thought we were poor relations from a developing country simply emerging out of the woodwork upon hearing of a possible windfall from a sick and helpless old man. I also wanted to explain our Asian culture of caring for our sick and elderly.

			In the meantime, I proposed to the guardian that I become her private, fee-paying client so she could give me some time in order to update me with medical information regarding Klaus. This offer she readily accepted, claiming she received too little pay from the court for too much work. This was obviously a conflict of interest. Finally, disregarding the advice of most people, including Caritas and German friends who warned me against challenging the courts, I consulted a lawyer. By the time I found a bilingual family lawyer from a big law firm in Düsseldorf, my arrangement with the guardian had gone on for several months. Klaus, however, fearing retaliation, discouraged me from continuing with the lawyer’s services, after he (the lawyer) had only made one telephone call to, and had a failed appointment with, the guardian.

			*

			It seemed to me that, not only Klaus, but Germans in general are afraid of challenging authority. Patients and their relatives do not ask their doctors detailed questions and doctors never seem to have the time for them. Evidently, patients implicitly trust these authority figures and are reluctant to question them. In the several hospitals in Münster where Klaus stayed in the course of the three years, we would ask what the pink pill was for, or the little white oblong one, but none of the nurses appeared to know, some were even annoyed by our questions. It was simply enough that it was on doctor’s orders.

			Nonetheless, the lawyer had, perhaps inadvertently, already done what I most wanted him to do, i.e. persuade the guardian to loosen her grip on us and to give us access to information without having to pay for it following each monthly statement. After her brief conversation with my lawyer, suddenly we could talk directly to any and all of Klaus’s doctors, take him out to any place to eat wherever and whenever we wanted, only notifying his caregiver/s. Although we had no say in any financial transactions, we even had access to online information about his bank accounts!

			However, Klaus was later forcibly transferred to an old people’s home. “Kidnapped” was the word he used. I presumed that either the authorities thought that he was a hazard to the community, or that they were simply convinced that they knew best what was good for him.

			We tried to recreate his own apartment’s living room in his new bedroom at the nursing home, transferring some of his books, his antique collection, and his favourite furniture. Over time, as he felt more settled there, Paul and I started to enjoy a period of stability. This, however, did not last long. Klaus was back in hospital soon, having fallen from his bed and fractured his shoulder. It pained me to think of my own stupidity. His bed could easily have been adjusted to a safer height by simply stepping on the lever which controlled it, but I—and everybody else—had overlooked it. One night, when I wanted to raise his bed guard before I left, I was told it was illegal. I should have insisted.

			Whilst in hospital, it was discovered that he had kidney failure, which required dialysis. Klaus had a lengthy history of hypertension. During his stay in the home, it became uncontrolled. The home did not have a resident doctor and his family physician—who should have visited regularly—failed to do so. When I finally met his doctor, it had been six months since he last visited Klaus. I asked him about this but he said it was standard. Again, I should have insisted he visit more frequently, although in retrospect, I doubt it would have done any good. By then, my husband’s systolic blood pressure was going as high as 220, possibly partly because I heard he wasn’t taking his pills regularly. Ultimately, I did not know whether this resulted in his kidneys to fail or whether it was the kidney disease which led to his uncontrolled hypertension. I tried to ask my doctors in London, but they could not help much without seeing either the patient or his medical records. Even so, they gave me a bird’s-eye view of what could go wrong in hypothetical situations.

			Klaus stayed in hospital for about two months. When he was suddenly released, I thought it was because he could receive his regular dialysis and other treatments as an outpatient. However, he was to pass away in the nursing home only a few days later. I asked myself why. Why did they take away his medication after they released him from hospital? Why weren’t they planning to send him back for dialysis as an outpatient? Perhaps his legal guardian had decided that, because his quality of life was so poor, it was best to let him go. Did the guardian decide without informing us because she thought Paul and I would object? Paul and I just didn’t understand. Perhaps, neither did poor Klaus. The day before he died, when he was already so weak, he was still asking Paul how he was doing.

			This all occurred in spring—the flowers were abloom. All I was asking for was one last summer. Klaus and I had fought so much during our marriage that it would have been the one last thing I could give him. He was looking forward to these long drives and delicious meals whilst basking in the sun. Perhaps the guardian was right and I was wrong. Perhaps I was being selfish by wanting him to stay a few more months so he could see the flowers. He so loved flowers. Perhaps they knew what I didn’t—that he was going through needless suffering. It didn’t help that he was stoic in the face of illness.

			Still, I remained very angry and resentful, knowing Paul and I could have taken infinitely better care of him if the court had only allowed us to do so, giving the guardianship to Paul, or at the very least changing the guardian as we had requested. Grieving, I asked anyone who would listen: how could the German state, reputedly a beacon of democracy and humanity, deny the human rights of the family? How could the state think they knew the needs of an individual, and could care for them better than their own family? Don’t Germans feel their personal freedom being stifled by the state as it intrudes into their private lives? Perhaps the state does not trust its own citizens. It treats them as though they could not make correct decisions, and it expects them to obey. So the court thought Paul and I didn’t live in Münster and I couldn’t possibly care for my husband from thousands of miles away, but they knew that we knew that as well. I asked the guardian this question after Klaus’s death, and her answer was “But that is the law”. I still grapple with these issues and they haven’t given me closure.

			Until recently, Germany was not an immigrant country, and Chancellor Angela Merkel’s decision to accept more than a million migrants was unprecedented. Although in the short term, the country will have the problem of integrating many of these new migrants; in the longer term, it will make Germany more diverse and multicultural. This will ameliorate the German love for a well-ordered world, for putting systems in place so as to simplify messy human affairs. To give an example: I remember one time I complained that Klaus was running out of soap. I thought the home would then give him some, so I simply waited. Finally, after he had totally run out of soap, I was informed that the home was providing soap only on Thursdays, and he would have had to wait until then in order to get a fresh supply. I was forced to search for an open store because it was a Sunday, and most stores in town were closed.

			In time, Germany will hopefully be more tolerant of people’s idiosyncratic needs which cannot be accommodated in a cookie-cutter approach to life, where discipline and the idea of individual needs being subservient to the community will be balanced with more time for warmth and empathy. I am told this is already true among many younger Germans. Indeed, I have lately been visiting Berlin where Paul has relocated. It is youthful, tolerant, and refreshingly permissive with its dirty streets and a new airport that never seems to get completed. Perhaps, just as London is not the UK, Berlin is not Germany.9 Also, perhaps the emerging Berlin will augur well for the future of Germany.

			Manila 2004–Present

			The Brazilian novelist Paolo Coelho, in his best-selling book The Alchemist, wrote about Santiago, a poor Andalusian shepherd who sleeps under a sycamore tree in an old, abandoned churchyard, and repeatedly dreams of a treasure hidden at the foot of one of the pyramids in Egypt. Finally, he decides to sell his flock and all his possessions to embark on a long journey to Egypt in search of the treasure. During his travels, he is attacked by bandits, falls in love with a gypsy woman, and meets an alchemist who helps him find his way. Finally, upon reaching the pyramids in Egypt, he is told about a treasure buried beneath a sycamore tree in an old, abandoned churchyard in southern Spain. He returns home and digs up the treasure underneath the very tree where he used to sleep.

			Like Santiago, I have come full circle in search of my home, my treasure. As I get older and wiser, I realise that “home” at least for me is not an innate rootedness to the place of your birth, nor in the company of the same people with whom you grew up. Instead, “home” is being with my loved one/s. Absent of that, it is about learning to consciously develop a psychological sense of place and being willing to pay the price for it. So long as issues don’t run counter to a few basic principles of right and wrong, I have decided to make a go of my stay in Manila and to overlook annoyances. Home to me, like love, has become a conscious commitment.

			To an objective eye, the Philippines is no Shangri-La. It is located in the Ring of Fire where the large majority of the earth’s volcanic eruptions and earthquakes occur, repeatedly visited by typhoons and devastating floods. Close to the equator, the glare and heat can be punishing, and without the energy-gouging air conditioners, they can lead to feelings of lethargy. When I was a young girl and we would be at my parents’ fish pond, my father’s dream of heaven was to lie on a hammock underneath two palm trees with the cool breeze blowing softly. Who, therefore, can blame Juan Tamad (Lazy John), who according to the Philippine fable, lay underneath a coconut tree waiting for the fruit to fall—instead of climbing up the tree to get it— until he finally died of starvation.

			For a variety of reasons, the Philippines, while being home to more than one hundred million people, is a poor country. In 2017, per capita GDP is estimated at only around US$3,000. In other words, the average Filipino only earns about US$250 per month. Even this figure is misleading because of a highly skewed income distribution. Tourists usually keep away from shanty settlements, and developers of upscale gated communities are careful to wall-off these shanties because they are considered eyesores. Yet I decided to return to Manila in 2004, because, on balance, I thought this to be a good place to retire. As with my husband, however, I still get flustered with too much noise, with crowds, the heat and the glare, the pollution, and the bumper-to-bumper traffic.

			What about the treasures I have found? I once thought of retiring in Vancouver where I still retained some friends. But when I came back for a holiday in Manila after having spent years away, I remember sitting with folded legs watching television, calling out “Tubig”, and iced water magically appeared. After years of do-it-yourself abroad I enjoy being spoiled by housemaids and drivers at a fraction of the cost I would otherwise pay in the UK or Canada.

			In the old days, I would rant over the inefficiencies of Filipinos, their lack of work ethic, and what I thought were their rather lackadaisical attitudes towards honesty and fairness. Now that I am retired and need no longer be productive, I enjoy their spontaneity, their warmth, their friendliness, their positive attitude towards life, and their wit and sense of humour, forever making jokes. Even the bahala na philosophy I had found so irritating, I now find refreshing. More importantly, my Filipino friends are generous and caring. Their spirit of merrymaking is contagious. I tell others that retiring in the Philippines is my best-kept secret.

			An anecdote I am fond of telling foreign friends: when I first returned to Manila, I would often lose my way as the names of streets had changed. Moreover, old two-way streets had become one-way. My weak sense of direction did not help matters. One time, I had a dental appointment at a clinic relatively close to where I was staying. However, I soon found out the street I was supposed to turn into was now a one-way street. I had to drive straight on, hoping to make a U-turn somewhere but couldn’t find a suitable place to do so. Finally, as I was stopping at a red light on a one-way intersection, I asked one of the two traffic policemen for directions. “Oh, ma’am, you have come a long way off… wait a minute … hey, Pare (Mate), let’s help ma’am. Stop the traffic for a while, will you?” He then proceeded to instruct me to make a U-turn and go back several blocks before turning right, and so on. As his “Pare” raised his hand, I noticed everyone had stopped, even after the light had turned green, until the other “mate” had finished giving his directions, I had asked my questions, and had completed my U-turn into the adjacent street—all in full view of a clear “No U-turn” sign. It all took quite some time. I was sure the policemen didn’t think they were doing anything wrong, disobeying the very law they were supposed to enforce. I didn’t know whether to be grateful for their kindness, be amused over the incident, or be shocked. But I thought that, even if misguided, they displayed a humanity I did not often find elsewhere.

			I do not read the local newspapers as the country seems to be scandal-prone. From news reporters to columnists, there is a chorus of condemnation for each of these scandals, only to be forgotten when the next one happens. Whilst the discussions and write-ups last, Filipinos would gossip and make pointed jokes about them. Whatever happened to the ZTE scandal involving a Chinese corporation and a US$130million telecommunications project, a deal that the government approved, bypassing the bidding process? What happened to the group of senators who pocketed their pork barrel funds by using proven fake channels?

			Recently, I was having lunch with some friends and the topic of conversation turned to the latest newspaper headline. The wife of a commissioner had gone to see President Duterte and reported that her husband had unexplained wealth. The story became fodder for columnists and “investigative” journalists. The couple became the subjects of television, radio, and newspaper interviews, each accusing the other. Naturally, every one of my acquaintances either knew them or knew people who knew them, or knew people who knew people who knew them. Each one had their own story. She apparently did it because he was very tight-fisted and didn’t give her any pocket money, and she had no other means of support, so she wanted to force his hand. Another friend defended the husband: did you know her own mother sided with him? The piece of gossip was intriguing for everyone and each added their own little twist to the story. After the brouhaha and the newspaper headline splashes, each of these contentious items would simply die its own quiet death to be replaced by a newer scandal: the grave incidents mixed with the petty.

			Worse, justice is often denied. In 2010, a powerful clan in the south murdered some fifty eight people including thirty-eight journalists. To date, the case languishes in court, or perhaps not. With news items such as these, I have decided to be an ostrich, hiding my head in the sand. There is absolutely nothing I can do to ameliorate the situation, and if I am not interested in such gossip, why should I have to know? What I don’t know won’t hurt me. As a result of this attitude, I am quite ignorant of current affairs in the country, including the prominent players in these events. It makes me quite a boring and useless companion, but I can live with it.

			Meandering River

			If life were a river, mine has certainly meandered as it runs its course through brooks and streams on its way to the open sea. On this journey, I have negotiated a number of sharp bends—some more successfully than others—but all of them providing me with opportunities for personal growth.

			By having lived in a number of cultures and having met a number of peoples, I have learned that, unlike the adventures of Santiago, life is never simple. Home is always a moving target. It changes course even as we stare at it. Our own standing point as well is a moveable space because we ourselves are never still.

			I went back to Negros several years ago for a homecoming with my former high school classmates, our fiftieth graduation anniversary. Our common greeting was, “You haven’t changed! You still look the same!” Much as I personally meant it, on second glance, however, I saw how even those I readily recognised were not the same, just as I was not the same. After reminiscing about old teachers and common childhood adventures, I realised I no longer had much in common with them. Similarly, during one of our visits to Münster, Klaus told me of his decision to go back there after more than forty years abroad. He nostalgically showed me where he studied, where he worked, where he was born. I felt that he was romanticising his hometown. As I have stated, he did go back eventually, but I never learned if he was happy there.

			In 2016, when in New York for a couple of weeks, I took my son Paul to the United Nations. I thought about when I was a tour guide there. At first glance, things seemed the same, but on a closer look, they weren’t. The traffic situation was still at a snail’s pace when we took a cab during rush hour one day, but I couldn’t find my way using the subway anymore. The Lower East Side where I used to buy discounted clothes had now become fashionable streets with upscale residential buildings. We visited Columbia University on 116th St. & Broadway and my Residence Hall. We went to the once “no-go” Morningside Park. I couldn’t find the park! The whole city seemed familiar, but it really wasn’t. Like me, it had moved on.

			I looked for those fondly remembered friendly American faces, but they, too, were all gone. My kindly professor who, one Chistimas Day, invited a lonely foreign student to the small flat he then shared with his wife, had long since retired. Friends had left for other pastures. In their stead is a new America. Now I hear of the National Rifle Association who despite the senseless shooting of small children carry on proclaiming, “Guns don’t kill people; people kill people.” I read about the members of America’s legislative body who seem to consider loyalty to their party more important than loyalty to their country. This is definitely not the America I thought I knew.

			I have wondered why I felt myself so “American” back in the 1970s? I conclude that it was because I was open, impressionable, and easily enculturated as I gained positive experiences my first time around. Also, I knew a lot about the place even before I got there, no need for any country briefings. Culture shock was minimised, so was homesickness, whilst I completely immersed myself in an idealised American society. On the other hand, is it possible that the America I so nostalgically remember has over the years lost its moral bearings, becoming in large part now, a “me-first Trumpian” society?

			In short, I have learned there is no ideal place for seekers, as both place and the seekers themseves are in a state of flux. As if to drive home this point, I recently had the opportunity in the course of a social occasion to sit beside someone who was describing his just-concluded travel experiences in France and Spain. I personally find France & Spain especially beautiful with interesting histories and memorable architecture . But instead he said, “Sila doon sa Europa ay parang nalipasan ng panahon. Yung mga gusali ang lumang-luma na, at ang ka-kaunting mga tao sa kalsada. Ang lungkot-lungkot doon.” (Europe looks like a place that time forgot. The buildings are so old. There are so few people in the streets. It is very lonely there.)

			When all is said and done, it is a question of point of view: who you think you are, and how you see yourself fitting in the world around you.

			Part One

			Photo Captions

			Plate 1

			a) Hacienda labourers harvesting sugarcane for milling. There is a single annual harvest for this cash crop. 

			 

			b) In earlier days, cane was piled on carts running on rails for transport to the mill (background). The current mode of transport is generally the lorry.

			 

			c) “The Angry Christ”, an expressionist mural of a stern-looking Christ emblazoned on the walls behind the altar, with serpents and mechanised hands rising up the columns, wrapping the ceiling. The St. Joseph the Worker Chapel is a Roman Catholic Church located inside the Victorias Milling Company residential complex. 

			Plate 2

			a) Real Street, the main street of Victorias, as it looks today. Our house, Balay Daku, now mostly empty, is located at one end of Real Street.

			 

			b) The main entrance of Balay Daku. Farm workers would wait outside the door until my parents, and in particular my mother, left the house for their office next door. They would then present their needs—perhaps asking for a small loan, or narrating their personal problems for my mother to solve.

			 

			c) The living room of Balay Daku as it now looks. The highly polished wooden floor and light floor-to-ceiling curtains are in constant need of attention. Two housemaids live permanently in Balay Daku even though it is seldom used, and only primarily by guests of the extended family. 

			Plate 3

			a) My parents married on 1st of October 1939—my mother was then 19; my father was 27. To the right of my mother is my maternal grandmother, and to the left of my father is my maternal grandfather.

			 

			b) The family photo taken circa 1965, with my parents, two brothers, and my grandmother in Filipino attire. We were six siblings. I am third from the left with Reynaldo and Cynthia younger than me; Armita, Betty, and Abelardo Jr. were older.

			Plate 4

			a) A photo taken in the early or mid-’50s, possibly on the occasion of a piano recital—small children of prominent families in Negros were at that time supposed to take piano lessons. In the background is the gazebo motif of the photographer’s studio.

			 

			b) Below the photo of each graduating student in our High School Yearbook was supposedly their favourite quote. Mine was the biblical, “Build thee more stately mansions, O my soul, as swift seasons roll.” This is still a work in progress. 

			 

			c) Up the stage, bowing to the audience as I received my university diploma in 1968. As with most Asians, education—more specifically schooling—was of great importance to my family, for whom university education was simply taken for granted. This was a great embarrassment to my mother who did not complete secondary school.

			Plate 5

			a) My mother, enjoying her children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren one Christmas. 

			 

			b) By the late 1980s, my clan numbered more than thirty. When my mother died at ninety-two five years ago, we were almost fifty (including in-laws), comprising three generations.

			 

			c) As one cannot relate equally to each other in such a big brood, we develop our own “best friends” among the family. My niece Mariana and son Paul re-enacting the friendship blood pact between Datu Sikatuna, a local chieftain in Bohol Province, and the Spanish explorer Miguel Lopez de Legazpi, at the time of the Spanish conquest of the Philippines in the 16th century.

			Plate 6

			a) In 1991, The Immaculate Conception Health Center (ICHC), supported by Kaayong Lawas (Good Health) Foundation, was opened to serve the primary health care needs of the townspeople, especially the indigents of Victorias. Today, it services both out- and in-patients and has an ambulance for emergency cases. A mobile health clinic delivers basic health services to residents in remote sugarcane plantations.

			 

			b) One of Kaayong Lawas Foundation’s many projects is an innoculation programme for small children, a number of such projects supported by private donors. Being administered here is vaccination for MMR (measles, mumps, rubella).

			 

			c) Children and their caregivers are asked to queue for medical attention. Queuing has become more commonplace than when I first left the country.

			Plate 7

			a) Our country house in South Buckinghamshire, UK was a small slice of Nashdom (Russian for “Our Home”), a once grand mansion since converted into flats and townhouses. Ours is a small townhouse covered by a big tree on the extreme right. In the early 2000s, I moved full-time to Nashdom. This period has remained one of the most isolating experiences in my life.

			 

			b) The Holland Park Opera season starts in late spring and ends in late summer. The park was within walking distance of our London flat. If you can’t get tickets, you can sit on the bench outside the marquee and listen to the music from inside, sometimes accompanied by the voices of the park’s famous peacocks. Shown here is Paul listening to the opera Carmen.

			 

			c) The British Museum is home to an inexhaustible collection of significant artifacts. The importance and sheer quantity of these objects are well served by the excellent presentation skills of the British. It also helps to be a Friend of the Museum so that you don’t need to stand in the ever-lengthening queue in front of the Museum.

			Plate 8

			a) Members of the AV Zollern, an old Catholic student fraternity in Münster, posing with their trademark salute at Prinzipalmarkt, Münster’s main street. They also goose-step in imitation of Prussian soldiers, as Münster was once the Prussian capital of the province of Westphalia. In the background is Lambertikirche, where four Anabaptists in cages were hanged by its steeple for their rebellion at the time of the Protestant Reformation. Münster has remained staunchly Catholic to this day. 

			 

			b) One of the brotherhood’s homecoming events. My husband was loyal to his fraternity, flying in from wherever he might be to attend their regular get-togethers. This photo shows one such event attended by several generations of Zollerns and their families. 
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			Part Two

			Philippine Cultural Values 
and 
Norms

			




			Three

			Power And Patronage

			It is not easy for Westerners to realize that the ideas … of the individual, his self-hood, his rights, and his freedom, have no meaning whatsoever in the Orient …

			Joseph Campbell

			As I start this chapter, I would like to borrow a little exercise first used by the American psychologist Richard Nisbett. Get some friends—show them a photo of a CHICKEN, a COW, and some HAY. Ask them to pick out two that should go together. Chances are that individualistic people would choose the CHICKEN and COW. Collectivistic ones, on the other hand, might pick out the COW and HAY. A cow and chicken are both animals, whereas a cow depends on hay.

			Another version of the exercise is to choose between a TRAIN, a BUS, and some RAIL TRACKS. Individualists would choose TRAIN and BUS as they are both modes of transport. Collectivists wouId choose TRAIN and RAIL TRACKS. Trains would not be able to operate without rail tracks. Collectivists think in terms of relationships. Individualists think in terms of categories.

			The Philippines is an extremely collectivistic society. All its cultural traditions are based on relationships and how you can function within these relationships. Therefore, chances are that if you were a traditional Filipino, you would have selected COW and HAY or TRAIN and RAIL TRACKS. If you were a traditional American or Englishman, two highly individualistic peoples, you would have picked CHICKEN and COW or BUS and TRAIN.

			Collectivists favour interdependence, harmony, generosity, loyalty, cooperation, and accommodation. They emphasise the needs of the group over those of the individual. Individualists favour independence, self-reliance, assertiveness, autonomy, and competition. Their contributions to society are in terms of personal achievements rather than affiliations.

			A Dutch social psychologist, Geert Hofstede, studied national cultures in more than seventy countries, albeit his sample was limited to staff employed by the multinational business company IBM, hence, very much subject to potential biases. He developed a set of categories where countries were scored according to their cultural propensities, one of which was the collectivistic versus individualistic index. Many countries in Asia scored high in collectivism, including the Philippines, as opposed to Northern Europe or America, which are more individualistic.

			At one time, some experts thought that individualism came with the modernisation process, in other words, as as a country progressed and developed or adopted new technologies, it would become more individualistic, but as many of the wealthier nations in Asia have modernised, these same pundits were surprised to observe that these countries have nonetheless retained their collectivistic orientations. Think Japan or South Korea. Or think Singapore as portrayed in the film Crazy Rich Asians.

			A more current idea ascribes the collectivistic versus individualistic tendencies largely to a society’s means of producing its staple crop; in Asia and in the West, for example, those cultures growing rice as opposed to those growing wheat. Rice is a difficult crop to produce. From planting to harvesting, rice-growing requires much more time and labour than in the production of wheat. Rice paddies are separated by dikes and canals maintained through flooding by standing water, which require complex irrigation systems that have to be built and drained every year. As one farmer’s use of water affects his neighbour’s yield, both need to share their water, and to coordinate and cooperate with each other. Wheat needs only rainfall, not complex irrigation systems. For success, the farmer simply depends on the weather and their own individual skills rather than on coordination and cooperation with their fellow farmers.

			Over thousands of years, both rice and wheat-growing societies developed distinctive cultures. As inheritors of these cultures, we do not need to be rice or wheat-growing farmers ourselves in order to be subject to them. Thus, as was pointed out by observers: in America, people say that it is the squeaky wheel that gets oiled; but in Japan, it is the nail that sticks out that gets hammered down.

			Along with this comes the inevitable accidents of history. The individualistic West was born from the Greek world of personal achievement: the glory-seeking Greek heroes, the fierce competitors in ancient Olympia, Athenian democracy, to name a few examples. On the other hand, the Confucian ethical code has a strict injunction on fealty to the family and the group. An older civilisation, it was Chinese collectivism that spread into Korea and Japan and through most of the rest of East Asia. How do you apply these facets of culture to the Philippines—sharing as it does many of the commonalities of the rice-culture peoples, whilst evolving into its unique form of collectivism?

			Collectivism and the Extended Family

			Collectivism incorporates the idea that you get your sense of identity from your reference group, especially that most fundamental of all reference groups—your family. You feel more or less important depending on how your family is regarded by outsiders, and to build the point further, depending on how you yourself are regarded within your family. Family relationships are based on unequal positions within a relatively steep hierarchy. The more a family member is perceived to contribute to its welfare, the more highly they are regarded. Hence, the older sibling is often more highly respected than the younger. This is especially the case during the formative years of the family. As the members become mature and productive, however, the determinants of status change. Whilst the older members were heretofore considered to be the wisest—and thus the most respected—the family now becomes more pragmatic. The highest deference is henceforth more frequently accorded to the one who is seen as possessing the most influence in the community, therefore to the wealthiest and the most powerful. These members enhance the family prestige, provide contacts which are necessary if others are also to succeed, and help cover the expenses for the education, hospitalisation, wedding celebrations, and funeral services of the weaker members. Hence, they become the family leader, the key decision-maker and it is to them that the others will defer.

			Over time, this relationship dynamic gives rise to binding expectations. The strong are obliged to help the weak, whilst the weak owe respect and loyalty in return. The weak thus gain a sense of security and the strong enjoy the power, potency, and the prestige derived from the weaker members’ deference and loyalty. This set of mutual expectations eventually becomes a moral contract, with infractions resulting in shame. If a rich man allows a poor nephew to go unassisted, he risks the condemnation of both his nephew (who may feel a certain sense of entitlement) and also the other members of his family, even his friends. Equally, if a poor nephew forgets to show gratitude to a generous uncle who saw him through school, he invites criticism. Within this system, the strong increase their dominance over the weak, while the weak no longer need initiative and self-reliance in order to survive.

			Another point to consider is that the relationships are not simply between the most powerful and an undifferentiated group of others. Each member of the group has their own position in the hierarchy and their own code of behaviour vis-a-vis the others, who are either superior or inferior to them. Thus, in group gatherings where there are wide differences in status among family members, each one is quick to assess their relative rank and to adopt a mode of action befitting that rank. Moreover, family resources are often pooled together and accrued benefits distributed not according to fairness or merit, but according to perceived needs. This leads to paradoxical behaviours. Whilst accommodation, cooperation, and sharing are emphasised, competition within the family, nonetheless, often occurs. Energies are directed towards getting a larger share of the pie rather than earning for oneself a separate pie.

			An oft-repeated observation of an old friend is the attendant “crab mentality”. “Look at crabs inside a basket,” she would say, “as soon as one tries to climb up and out, others will pull it down. This reflects the Filipino propensity to be envious of the successes of others, and to want to level off.” I jokingly replied that perhaps these are collectivistic crabs and they want the aspiring crab to share his escape plans instead of going it alone. How to address this problem? Answer—share your successes: think of the idea of the balato practice, the notion of giving some largesse to the rest of the family members, so that they too have a stake in your success.

			This reminds me of a real-life experience. When my husband and I were newly married and residing in the Philippines, we would drive out to the beach most weekends. He particularly liked one resort called Taytay Buhangin (Sand Bridge) in Lucena, Quezon Province. It only had perhaps about half a dozen or so nipa (thatch-roofed) cottages, but was nicely perched in an elevated site next to the water and above a fishing village. Although the cottages did not have electric lights and running water, we found them idyllic—their basic facilities were more than adequate for our weekend needs. It always had ice-cold beer and you could chat by the kerosene lamp with newly found friends well into the night, enjoying the sea breeze blowing gently into the dining area. In the morning, we would go down the beach and watch the fishing boats return to shore, buying their choicest catch for our breakfast.

			Because the country is packed with beaches and beach resorts, however, we proceeded to try other areas, although after several years we decided to return to Taytay Buhangin. It was now completely deserted. Whatever transpired probably did not occur long before then because we saw clothes and other personal effects still strewn around the ground. There were holes on the walls and the roofs of the cottages.

			We went down to the village to ask the fishermen what accident had taken place. The kids were giggling and the adults were tight-lipped. Because we knew where the owner of the resort held a full-time job, my husband decided to call her. It seemed that the resort was doing very well, so she decided to expand her operations. In the process, she made arrangements to install electricity and running water. The villagers, however, expected her to share some of her good fortune, and include them in her plans. But she was mayamot (tight-fisted) and did not want to share, and so they vandalised the resort. She explained, “I had enough for myself, but not enough for myself and the whole village as well.” Applying the practice of balato to the situation, what she could have done was to donate something to the community—perhaps giving each household a couple of kerosene lamps and a promise to pay for their supply of kerosene for a year, or whatever was deemed a necessity by the community. This would have shown that she cared for them as well.

			Group orientation begins at childhood. With grandparents and a multitude of aunts and uncles, child–rearing becomes a shared responsibility. On the upside, this allays the anxieties of parents who, especially in the current circumstances of the Philippines, often find themselves working abroad, or migrating from the provinces to Manila where they feel opportunities are more abundant, but where their resources are as yet insufficient to support their children. These children are therefore left with their relatives.

			More memories of my childhood: when you grow up in a household of some dozen people at any given time, there is no point in even talking about privacy. I remember wishing I could be alone with my parents—perhaps telling them about my grades or my day at school—but I didn’t have much opportunity to do so, as they would mostly be in the company of my aunts and uncles. Usually, their topics of conversation were possible new business ventures, none of which I could understand. And so during family dinners, for example, I would eat quietly and slip away as fast as I could.

			Several uncles would try to dominate the discussion in an effort to persuade the others to ride along with their pet projects. No one was willing to listen to the other, each was only interested in airing his newest idea—whether it was building a port needed by the town, or funding a new dig for WWII Japanese Commanding General Yamashita’s lost treasure, said to be buried somewhere in the Philippines. In order to be heard amidst the din of voices, each uncle would shout out his newly found passion, making sure his voice was louder than that of another brother who might be speaking at the same time. No wonder that by their seventies, several of these uncles had grown deaf.

			What was interesting about this pattern of behaviour was that, aside from my mother who was Mater de Familia, I don’t remember my aunts ever saying much, except for their whispered commentaries after such gatherings. Perhaps these were the roles wives played. Rather than discuss the merits of their husband’s arguments, my aunts would gossip about their sisters-in-law, sharing innuendos about how my uncles’ wives were manipulating them towards more selfish ends. One aunt was particularly good at it, another one acted as her sidekick, and together they became twin gatekeepers of information and influence. Such were the dynamics in my family as I was growing up.

			As mentioned earlier, groups come with hierarchies; with a hierarchy comes the necessity of a power structure. With a power structure come such notions as power distance between any two members, along with the areas and the reach of exercised power. For example, the steeper the hierarchy, the greater the power distance. In a one-on-one interaction, the greater the perceived power distance, the greater the prescribed deferential behaviour. Who is called and who comes, whose name gets mentioned first, who makes the most jokes and who must laugh at them: rituals that go with superior-subordinate relationships.

			My mother’s family was one of business people. At the time of the family dinners I have described, my uncles and aunts were relatively young, each separated only by a year or so. Further, most of the older members of the family were women. The eldest was male, a guerrilla fighter killed during the war. The second, my eldest aunt, lived with her doctor husband in another province and didn’t actively participate in family affairs. Then came another aunt who essentially only wanted to be a housewife and didn’t concern herself too much with business matters. In order to protect her, my grandfather gave her land on a nearby island. My mother was fourth, the most business-minded woman of the lot. My uncles competed for family resources and as they were all still relatively new in their businesses, they had to out-shout each other.

			Even though a woman, my mother was one of the eldest siblings, and most importantly, she controlled the family purse strings. Shortly before he died, my grandfather, thinking that my father could guide his daughter, unequivocally asked my parents to take care of the family’s still considerably big landholdings. Hence, my mother made decisions for the family and no one could openly defy her, at least until everyone was considerably older and stable with their own businesses, such as an uncle who finally built his port and became one of the richest men in our province. When I visited home one time, I observed him swagger with a pistol smartly tucked under his belt and my foreign husband open-jawed at the sight.

			Collectivism and Poverty

			So much for collectivism giving birth to a set of practices: as I mentioned previously, the Philippines does not have a monopoly on collectivistic cultures. Most Asian cultures, and many non-Asian ones as well, are collectivistic to varying degrees. The Philippines, however, additionally has the critical factor of being a poor nation. Surveyed by the World Bank in 2014, Philippine per capital GDP ranked only 116th out of 185 countries. As such, the state cannot adequately provide for social welfare programmes. Lacking social security guarantees from the govenment, it has been the collectivistic, hierarchical, interdependent extended family that has taken over the functions of the state.

			Filipinos are becoming increasingly more urbanised as many migrate from rural areas in search of job opportunities in the cities. More households now consist of nuclear families. The very thin middle class of earlier years has expanded as younger people join call centres and other jobs in industry. Not to be discounted are the huge influences of Western social media. However, in spite of different groups in various stages of transition, national cultures change slowly, and to this day, the group structure and norms I have described above still remain basically in place.

			The Exercise of Power

			In this group-oriented society with its steep personal hierarchies, it is interesting to observe the power games played in ambiguous relationships as one assesses their relative dominance over the other. For instance, many casual listeners complain about the penchant of Filipino acquaintances to drop names of important people in their community: so-and-so is a good friend, or is a cousin, or is married to a sister of a brother-in-law. Then comes the name of a prominent politician perhaps, or a rich tycoon, or some other prestigious person. Failing this, it is the possession of private information about somebody powerful or famous, implying that one is in the know. The idea is that the power and influence of these people rub off on their relatives and friends, much as the moon reflects the light of the sun. This is their way of letting the other party know that they are likewise influential and therefore deserving of a relatively elevated rank in the hierarchy.

			It is also customary to define others in relation to oneself. Hence, another popular topic of conversation is the placement of an unknown person within the social hierarchy. Foreigners are exempt from this game as it is difficult to trace their backgrounds. When I first arrived back in the country in 2004, a friend advised me that since I wanted anonymity and the freedom that came with it, I should keep using my husband’s name—“Hoffarth”—because it sounded foreign, and would therefore save me from probing questions during each initial meeting. Was I related to so-and-so? Where did I graduate from and who were my classmates? (Universities are ranked according to prestige as well, and don’t lie about your alma mater because people can tell by your English accent. In Filipino English, grammar and accents are giveaways of your social class.) However, I soon discovered “Hoffarth” did not protect me at all. Seeing my Asian face, the first question asked was what was my maiden name? Then the expected follow-ups would come—how was I related to so-and-so?

			This self-identification and the social placement of potential friends have practical implications because in the Philippines, the route to success often comes with the notion of who rather than what you know: personal relationships over talents and skills. Like a mammoth mentorship programme, your powerful padrino will open doors for you and keep you safely inside these doors. This is, naturally, in exchange for your expected loyalty. Mindful of these reciprocal expectations, knowing the social background of would-be acquaintances and friends could help you decide on whether or not they should be cultivated and/or how great a social distance you should put between yourself and your new acquaintance.

			Once acceptable, the new acquaintance can become a member of the barkada (clique). In fact, going with multiple barkadas, with each group corresponding to a defined activity or interest, is the modus vivendi of many who pride themselves on the number of their friends, and the breadth of their social network. After all, you never know when you might need that friend in order to get something done. I had observed many members of the social elite who, with the predominance of paid help for daily chores, filled their days and nights with social engagements. Aside from the fact that this is socially helpful, it is also great fun for this predominantly extroverted people.

			I am not saying these practices do not happen in the more individualistic and egalitarian Western countries, just that in these societies, especially with their more mature institutions and greater social mobility, such practices are less of a determinant to career and social success. This is also the reason why, in the Philippines, loyalty to persons over some abstract goals is one of the most highly valued personality traits. Did or did not President Trump tell his Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) that he expected him (FBI Director) to be loyal to the person of the president? This question is irrelevant to many Filipinos because loyalty to the person of the President is a natural prerequisite for any job in the Cabinet, and for that matter, any job in most organisations.

			There are indeed very powerful people in the Philippines, with one sphere of influence encroaching on all the other areas of activities: famous film stars become politicians, politicians become rich, and the wealthy can spend the necessarily colossal amounts to become successful politicians—there are no laws that put a ceiling on one’s campaign expenses. Already in the early 1970s, the anthropologist Frank Lynch opined that because of these overlapping areas of power and influence, from one initial base spreading out to multiple other areas, there were less than a thousand interconnected families in the Philippines who controlled the affairs of the nation. Fifty years on, the familiar names remain essentially the same. These families lead the nation that now consists of 110 million people, the twelth most populous country in the world. They are the landed rich, including those who profited in the old encomiendas or land grants awarded by the Spanish government—think Ayalas and Madrigals; the politicians who took hold of power, and once in a powerful position built a political dynasty—think Marcoses and Cojuancos; and the industrialists and real estate magnates who have preserved the family fortune over generations—think Roxases and Aranetas.

			In the last decade or so, it is the Chinese merchants and industrialists who have been the most socially and economically mobile group. They are, in fact, among the richest in Philippine society today; yet, they still have to exert direct power on other spheres of activity. Think Lucio Tans and George Tys.

			This seeming permanence of the power elite can be traced to a variety of factors. Among them is low social mobility in the country largely conditioned by an ever bigger inequality in income distribution; and a return on capital investments, which remains stubbornly high relative to compensation for labour, both skilled and unskilled. For example, since 2015, the mandated minimum wage stood at PHP480 per day, roughly US$10 at the then prevailing exchange rates. A medical technology university graduate on average earned PHP17,000 per month (US$350); a graduate with a master’s degree teaching at university PHP25,000 (US$540); and a certified accountant PHP30,000 (US$650).

			Conversely, there are eleven Filipinos currently on Forbes 1,000 World’s Richest List, with Henry Sy (Number seventy-three) having an estimated fortune of US$14 billion. This disparity in income distribution is abetted by weak implementation of the minimum wage policy, and tax laws, which are not properly drawn up so that tax avoidance practices are relatively simple to draft and execute. As an example, many industrialists employing large numbers of people avoid giving their workers permanent contracts in order to save the company from giving statutory benefits such as contribution to the pension fund and health care insurances. Instead, they give temporary contracts of up to six months and roll them over when the contracts are up. These rolling contracts can extend indefinitely as temporary employees are not legally entitled to any benefits. Most importantly, illegal tax evasion is rampant—it can be carried out through as simple an activity as giving grease money to the tax collectors. Thus, the popularity of running two or even more account books, at least one exclusively for the benefit of the taxman.

			These are mitigated by the recent rise of the professional middle class, often employed by multinationals or other highly structured industries, such as call centres and back room operations of large firms. In areas where companies require high productivity, competence rather than connections becomes more highly valued. However, even in these sectors, competence requirements often plateau at the middle management levels, as senior managers must still rely on their networks of family and friends.

			In summary, connections remain important because, next to the family, they are the person’s source of security, either directly or indirectly. This is notwithstanding recent government initiatives towards the provision of basic social welfare.

			When I was younger, workers did not get any help from the government at all. Way back when she was busy managing the plantations, my mother noted how farm employees were discouraged from saving because a single illness within the family could wipe out years of savings. It was of little wonder that for many, a sense of fatalism set in: they blew their hard-earned wages on a night at the beer house having a good time, if only for a few hours. In times of real emergency, however, the workers relied on my mother, who would deal directly with them. These occasions were to result in an unwritten psychological contract between her and the workers: in exchange for some form of health and social insurance for their family, they would give her, their amo (employer), their unconditional loyalty. Thus, during elections, she could vouch for solid votes in “her” precincts, the catchment areas where these constituencies resided. For this reason, she was courted by various politicians who would persuade her that they were indeed distant relations of my family. This probably ignited my mother’s later ambition to become a politician herself.

			For the amo, this psychological contract was often difficult to keep in a truly significant way: the workers were too many, their families too large, medical costs too high. Quite often, chronic diseases were only treated symptomatically and hospitalisations kept to a minimum. An employee would borrow money far beyond their ability to repay it, and the amo would give whatever they could, depending on their own finances, the perceived gravity of the situation, their feelings towards the particular person, and their own sense of generosity.

			In this feudalistic setting, not only was the amo looked up to for financial help in times of need, but also for pronouncements in cases of other personal problems. My mother was particularly good with marital problems. She had an unambiguous value system: the adulterous and the dishonest were admonished or fired; the loyal and the obedient were rewarded. I remember one incident I witnessed. A woman sat on the steps outside our front door, waiting to see my mother. Upon meeting my mother, she started to cry: it seemed she had caught her husband and his mistress having a tryst. She wanted to leave him, but how to support her eight small children? Whereupon my mother called for the husband and the mistress. Our town was small, so in no time, the three participants were gathered together. My mother took the broom lying nearby and repeatedly hit the husband and mistress, “This is for your children, you adulterer… and this for you for wanting to break up a family…!” To cut a long story short, that was the end of the love affair, and Mother once again had demonstrated her Solomonic wisdom.10

			As was pointed out a little earlier, some progress has since been made towards the government’s efforts to provide some form of social welfare programmes to its citizens. The Social Security System currently makes it mandatory for the employer to contribute a standardised share towards the old age pension of its employees. Similarly, there is the Philippine Health Programme for hospital expenses and the Pag-ibig Fund for low-cost housing. These enforced savings on the part of the employees, however, are still hugely insufficient for the needs of an average family.

			Perhaps, for an individualistic person like me with a different set of values, it is not unusual to have a clash of expectations. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, I employed a housemaid named Carmen who stayed with me for about eight years. When I came back to the Philippines in 2004, Carmen approached me, expecting that I would talk to my brother who owned a business, to employ her son who, incidentally, didn’t possess any qualifications. Carmen was surprised when I said that my brother would not be able to use the services of her son. She had felt my family had some kind of a moral responsibility towards her for having served me loyally all those years. Instead of employing her son, we solved the issue by my giving her a small pension because by then she was sixty-five years old and didn’t have a steady source of income.

			Power Distance

			I had an old schoolmate, Anita, who became a high-ranking official in control of a government television channel under President Corazon Aquino. At that time, I was an associate professor in a leading business school in Manila. An academic position in the Philippines did not pay much, and also did not carry the same prestige as a similar position would in, for example, Germany. On the other hand, an equivalent government position carried with it a great deal of power, and therefore attendant deferential behaviour.

			In the mid-1980s, I headed a project called Women Managers in Business Organisations, which was aimed at developing educational materials and conducting workshops for these managers. Corollary objectives were to promote entrepreneurship among women currently engaged in backyard operations, whilst sensitising others to the possibilities for self-employment. With the intention of using the medium of television, we filmed inspirational stories in order to motivate those mostly in micro- and small-scale enterprises to continue and possibly expand their backyard activities. We injected into the stories tips on such things as how to market their products and how to approach a bank for loans. (This was before the advent of micro-financing initiatives, which were to become popular later.)

			I had written the usual letter to the government television channel explaining the project and asking for an appointment in order to discuss the possibility of airing through its channel three forty-minute pilot episodes of docu-dramas entitled Landas Ng Tagumpay (Pathways to Success). One episode was about a vendor selling meat in the wet market who becomes a hog raiser. Another told the story of a seamstress who takes discarded bits of fabric, turning them into basahan (small, quilted dust rags). She ends up producing contracted sportswear. Still another dramatised the story of a woman owning a fishing pump boat who later becomes a successful purse seine net operator. I was convinced they would attract many viewers. There were big-name local film stars acting out love triangles, tear-jerking scenes, catastrophes, and all the other usual elements of popular soap operas. One particular scene, where a fire totally consumes the woman’s factory, delivered great dramatic colour as the protagonist realises she should have had insurance cover.

			I wrote to every party who could possibly be interested in the project. Receiving no reply, friends made me understand that letters were usually considered too formal an approach in the Philippines and, in any case, “Busy people didn’t have time to read long letters.” I was advised to pursue the matter through more personal channels.

			Accordingly, among my other efforts, I tried to call Anita for an appointment, thinking that she could point me in the right direction, and that, through her, I could meet the decision makers. I had presumed that old school ties were important to most Filipinos, and that Anita would give me some of her time. However, I was not sensitive to the ritual demands secretaries had with each other. I could have asked my secretary to make the telephone call for me but instead I found it simpler to lift the receiver and to dial myself. (I did this for most of my phone calls.) It was only much later that I realised it was the wrong thing to do. It would be assumed that I obviously did not have a secretary and therefore didn’t occupy an important position. Thus, when I tried to call Anita, and after having given my unfamiliar name, her secretary would then tell me that she was in a meeting, and that she would call me back. Naturally, this never happened even after repeated calls on my part. The common practice was that one secretary called another. Then the two secretaries would size each other up, in order to ascertain whose boss was the more socially superior of the two. It didn’t matter who initiated the call: the social inferior would have to go to the telephone first before the other party was called. In any case, “important” people would have had access to Anita’s private number, bypassing secretaries. Why didn’t I have it if I were so “important?”

			As a supposedly social inferior, what if I really needed to get a reply from Anita? I would simply have gone to her office until she would have had the time to chat briefly with me, perhaps when she arrived at work in the morning or on her way back from lunch. If I were lucky, I could then be endorsed to someone in the department more directly responsible for handling requests such as mine, and I would have been able to use her name to keep channels open. If unlucky, I could spend hours, indeed weeks or months, following up on my request. To cut a long story short, the project never got the airtime it needed to test the pilot episodes. As I wasn’t sensitive to this form of rejection, it built up a deep sense of frustration within me. I held more egalitarian values and I found having been told to call back again and again deeply humiliating.

			This experience, and other similar efforts resulting in similar failures, made me decide to give up on the television project in spite of the great deal of work that had already gone into it. More importantly, I concluded I didn’t have what it took to “succeed” in the Philippines. I was out of my comfort zone, and I did not know how to operate within the system. With my idealism crushed, I thought I would have better opportunities elsewhere, once again entertaining the idea of leaving the country once more.

			An Individualist in Manila

			It is only in hindsight, after spending what I considered were more productive years abroad, that I see the advantages of Philippine collectivism. By encouraging interdependence instead of self-reliance, traditional Filipino codes of conduct may not lead to increased efficiency and, hence to economic growth. Nonetheless, I believe that whatever losses in productivity Filipinos suffer are compensated for by gains in the development of strong human bonds, a crucial factor in leading satisfying lives. In a number of individualistic Western societies with which I am familiar, it is these bonds of family and friendships that I often found wanting. They in turn make for a more atomised and lonelier existence. Individualistic cultures may have more inventions, but collectivistic cultures suffer from fewer suicides. (The relatively high suicide rates in Japan can be partly attributed to their deeply ingrained code of honour.)

			Coming back to the Philippines after several decades abroad, I have noticed how people are warmer and more sensitive to the feelings of others—attitudes honed through the years of relying on smooth interpersonal relationships with prescribed norms of behaviour. My Ateneo University teacher, Frank Lynch, used to call this a value orientation—SIR (smooth interpersonal relationships). One mechanism used to ensure the development of SIR is the pressure to be mabait (good). A person who is mabait is not inherently nor necessarily honest or selfless, but they are pleasant and good-natured. The ability to get along and not make waves is necessary in a collectivistic society, and therefore the culture attaches prime importance to it. Conversely, someone who is confrontational or contentious, though perhaps kind-hearted and generous, is certainly not mabait. Needless to say, as I was by no means mabait by temperament, but rather argumentative, I had difficulties not only as I was growing up but also later whilst teaching at the business school. The fact that I fought against what I thought were unfair practices by management towards their women professors, and against flagrant sex discrimination, meant I was NOT mabait.

			Consequently, my retirement in Manila has, therefore, not been so simple. My tendencies to be direct and assertive have earned me the reputation of being suplada (conceited). Survival habits I had learned in Manhattan are undiminished, notwithstanding the years of exposure to the more indirect communication style of the British. It often tires me merely trying to control my natural proclivities. I have therefore heeded Socrates in Plato’s Republic who enjoins outsiders like me “to hold your own peace, go your way, and retire under the shelter of a wall”. Since my return to Manila, I have hidden my head in the sand, like an ostrich, and have led a quiet life of non-involvement.

			I minimise my trips outside my immediate neighbourhood, which saves me a lot of time—any visitor to the city will readily note the horrific traffic situation, everywhere you drive, a direct result of poor planning and inadequate infrastructure. Thanks to my “ostrich” introversion, I am satisfied with the hobbies I can do by myself inside my flat and do not miss the incessant social activities of my acquaintances. Even the social game of golf I can play alone whilst enjoying my time on the course, comfortable with my own company.

			Instead, I cultivate a few friends on a one-on-one basis whilst avoiding their multiple barkadas where I am otherwise pressured into joining whatever activity the group wants to undertake. Naturally, it helps if my friend is also a gate-keeper of her barkada, because then, through her, I can join selected group activities without having to become a full-fledged member. For instance, I am now a group “mascot” of a barkada who are all former classmates regularly meeting over lunch. Knowing I like Chinese food and that Chinese food is best eaten in a big group, my friend, whose job is to coordinate these lunches, invites me whenever they eat in a Chinese restaurant. This is in spite of the fact that I am the only non-classmate who, furthermore, comes from a different school. However, I don’t have to go on shopping expeditions with them, another favourite group activity, because my friend knows I hate aimless shopping.

			Often, people I meet from a certain segment of Philippine society simply overlook me—an elderly woman they don’t know, with a name that doesn’t ring a bell, riding in a nondescript car. Their lack of interest in me is mostly justified as there is nothing I can do for them in terms of influence, access to networks, business skills, or potential investments. In other words, I am useless as a contact. On my part, I am quite pleased about this anonymity because it gives me the feeling of being truly liberated and free—I can wear what I want to wear, go or not go with whomever I please, or say what I want to say without worrying too much about what people will think. This is something I couldn’t have done during my working days in the Philippines, when it was important to develop a wide network in a country that functioned, as I have outlined, mainly through personal contacts.

			I am also lucky that in cases where it matters, I can cite my two sisters who were prominent among the social elite on their own merits as well as having married into prominent families. Moreover, I have a nephew who is a well-known politician. Therefore, I know that the moment I am asked for my maiden name, I am usually in for a free ride. Thus, my idiosyncrasies, notwithstanding, I am generally accepted by the people who “matter”.

			As for the rest of my kababayans, I am fortunate that they are flexible, friendly, and funny. Ever rigid and impatient, I sometimes lose my temper over, say, poor service, or what I think of as stupidity: I remember a recent good-natured reply, “Si Ma’am naman, nag high blood naman” (here goes Ma’am again, raising her blood pressure again). Among other heart-warming traits, this country’s charm makes me all in all quite content about my decision to reside in the Philippines.

			Four

			Philippine Business 
And Politics

			(Progress is based) not on a sudden revolution of human nature but on a gradual evolution in human institutions

			John F Kennedy

			The Family Business

			A foreign friend once told me about his experience helping an acquaintance set up a family business: a sari-sari store in the province. I quote …

			 

			When the store opened, there was pressure from the community for it to sell on credit. “I will pay at the end of the month,” etc. Naturally, some never paid, to the point that the business started to lose money. So the store implemented a no-credit policy. The people in the community resented it—it was not what they had expected. It created so much friction that the family eventually decided to sell the business. A local Chinese with a very strict no-credit policy took over and, in no time, made a healthy profit. It seems behaviour that was not acceptable from their kababayans would be tolerable coming from a Chinese—an outsider.

			 

			This little anecdote is an illustration of how difficult it is for small family businesses to establish themselves locally and to succeed in the context of the collectivistic mindset of Filipinos. This is especially true of those dependent upon the goodwill of the community. Creatively exploring ways to cultivate such goodwill necessitates an understanding of the mechanisms that lie behind these practices.

			There is an assumption in many impoverished, collectivistic societies that assets, such as money, land, and other resources are limited—the size of the pie, so to speak, is finite. Therefore, if one has a bigger share, the others will have less to divide amongst themselves. If one wins, the others lose. However, fortune favours some more than others, the reason why we all have to share, why we have to make balato. My brother, for example, recently cashed in a big amount of money and to make other members of the clan comfortable, he invited all of us to a holiday cruise. Skip the balato, and you incur envy as what happened to the owner of the beach resort my husband and I visited; you then invite the emergence of the “crab mentality”.

			This is all well and good for those who have sufficient resources for their business, or who receive a windfall. However, many may have barely enough for the business to survive — let alone have something extra to give away. Yet, because the venture might have some visibility, neighbours often ascribe to these small-scale entrepreneurs even more resources than they actually have. As this attitude towards sharing is not expected among outsiders, it is of small wonder that many successful businesses are run by hard working, often frugal ethnic Chinese. Their ethnic Filipino counterparts, therefore, must be more creative, and think “out of the box” in order to overcome this handicap.

			Both Filipino and Filipino-Chinese businesses, large and small, are family-owned and family-managed. Many exist not as an independent entity but as an adjunct to serve the short-term needs of the family. Even those that have grown very large and attempt to bureaucratise remain family-controlled, indeed including listed companies where minority shares have gone to outsiders. Thus, the dynamics of family relationships remain firmly in place.

			In the early stages of formation, the entrepreneur who sets up the business naturally controls management. However, no sooner does their idea succeed than they recruit their spouse, their children, and the members of their extended family. The initial motive could be to save on expenses—you don’t have to pay family members. Then, as the business grows, they add paid employees, and with further expansion comes the pressure to bureaucratise.

			“Bureaucratisation” may seem an ugly word because it implies de-personalisation, but it is a necessary component to the growth of organisations. In order to promote efficiency and to produce economies of scale, organisational structures must be designed, positions created and filled with hopefully qualified incumbents. Jobs must have descriptions of responsibilities and accountabilities. Also with expansion comes the need to establish systems and procedures for planning, for coordination, monitoring, and controlling, for performance appraisals and compensation. Unfortunately, many Filipino cultural traits hamper the execution of these productivity requirements, and a key reason is their general inability to de-personalise organisational practices. A clerk feels offended if he cannot personally see the department head, who might, after all, have been his godfather at his wedding.

			Additionally, systems and procedures are weak or even non-existent because in cases where paid employees are hired, training is not valued as it does not directly contribute to short-term profits. When short-term profit considerations are superseded by the ideals of giving good customer service, this ideal is effected by adding more staff rather than training them. Over-staffing can, as a matter of fact, result in increased inefficiency.

			*

			To an egalitarian mind, a policy that is not for everybody is no policy at all. However, this is not the case in a housing development where I have a small second residence. It is managed by the residents’ association to whom I once submitted a renovation plan for my house. The association has a set of rules governing construction including a three-metre easement from the property line. My plan was not approved because the new easement was a bit short of three metres. I was well on my way to revising the plans when I saw that a neighbour’s new construction had almost no easement at all! The reply, “But ma’am, he’s different. He is the friend of the president of the association.” And another property being built nearby contravening major construction rules? “Do you know he is the governor of the Philippine Central Bank”?

			Another weakness, as far as business success goes, is the Filipinos’ inability to plan ahead because they have a different sense of future time orientation. In a market economy, time is a resource to be spent, wasted, or hoarded. As many Filipinos do not see the value of time, I had thought it was often wasted. Recently, I have also wondered if, possibly, their idea of time is not linear. In agricultural settings, time is circular: the planting, the harvesting, and weeding seasons come and go, to be repeated next year. Indeed, as I have earlier stated, the country is still transitioning from a rural agrarian economy towards more urbanised industries.

			I recently ordered several cupboards for a kitchenette to replace some old ones, finally contracting a particular company because I liked their design and they also offered the shortest delivery date—in my case, thirty days upon down payment of fifty per cent. To make sure production was proceeding smoothly, and also wary of the Filipino propensity to procrastinate, I called their sales office for an update after two weeks. I was told my order had not yet been forwarded to the production unit because the measurements were not yet complete. When I asked if the installation would be done as scheduled, I was told that the count of thirty days would start only when the scaled drawings were complete. How come that wasn’t mentioned in the contract? It only stated delivery and installation within thirty days after fifty per cent deposit? When might the new schedule be? Pasensiya na po (so sorry) but their technical people were busy and they didn’t quite yet know just when they could assure me the installation. Then, because I was obviously upset, they made me a new, rough design. The sales staff were surprised I wasn’t pleased by their effort to be considerate. After all, they were providing me with a “new, improved” design at the same cost. Likewise, friends couldn’t see why I should be so annoyed. So what if instead of thirty days, delivery would come sixty or ninety days hence? I was consequently advised to throw away my watch and my calendar and to relax. Bahala na. Go with the flow. Perhaps, I thought, this is why I find the Filipinos to be always charming and cheerful.

			*

			Increasingly, large family corporations are employing trained professional managers. Still, it is often only members of the family whom the entrepreneur feels they can truly trust, as their systems of control are weak. Family members thus remain the entrepreneur’s confidants and retain high positions within the company—treasurers, in particular. Further, the family forms the kitchen cabinet, playing key roles in the entrepreneur’s cordon sanitaire.

			On my first return to the Philippines in 1976, I worked for the Philippine government. One of my initial projects was developing teaching materials for pre-school children. My academic training had made me think I had the skills for the job. It also fitted with my dream of working for the Children’s Television Workshop in New York City. Coincidentally, after I left government service, my office did launch a TV series called Batibot, patterned after Sesame Street. Years later, I heard that when the programme was at its planning stage, I was still at my old job, and my name was the first one mentioned, but my reputation had preceded me. I was widely regarded as too “professional”, i.e. seen as competent but lacking in personal loyalties. It was feared that the functionaries who were responsible for the show would not be able to control me. As a consequence, whilst the teaching materials my staff and I had already developed were turned over to the new project team, I was never invited to join them.

			Expansion of Family Businesses

			Family corporations can function well enough, because when the business becomes too unwieldy, the entrepreneur can simply spin off activities to form a new firm, with these new fully owned subsidiaries tied together through a holding company. SM Prime Holding Inc., for example, is a holding company owned by the Sy family, and under this holding company, there are numerous other corporations scattered across different sectors: real estate, banking, agricultural lands, merchandising, etc. Expansion is done horizontally across sectors rather than vertically within the same sector because of vertical growth’s attendant problems of bureaucratisation. Growth is therefore opportunistic rather than strategic.

			In most cases, the process of expansion is similar. One sibling could be CEO of one company, and if the company is large, under him would be the professional managers. Another sibling would run the next company, and so on. Together, these siblings would form the members of the management committee of the holding company. The patriarch himself would sit as chairman. This method is one way of keeping the structures simple and more flexible. One downside to this is that the family is forever in a steep learning curve, instead of making use of the expertise they have already gained on one industry. On the other hand, an upside is that decision-making, based on “gut-feel” is quick, thereby allowing the organisation to grab fleeting opportunities. Environmental scanning is a process reached through immersion and serendipity rather than through focused data gathering. I had once heard that a big building in Hong Kong was on offer at a very attractive price. A multinational company got hold of the information very early but had to defer the decision-making to the head office. Meanwhile, a Chinese taipan heard about the news while on board a plane, and bought the building the moment he landed back in Hong Kong.

			Even in my own family business, certainly nowhere near as big as some of the big family corporations in the country, the same rule of thumb operated. My family was not only into sugarcane growing, but also into alcohol-production, lime mining and quarrying, fishpond operations, real estate development, together with my mother’s cinema and her forays into trading. My parents, as well as my siblings were members of the board and management committees not only of the holding company, but also of the subsidiary corporations. That I was left out was because I was not in the country for many of those years and was thought of as not able to contribute to the business.

			This type of management is all possible until the patriarch must cede control because of old age, illness, or death. The problem of succession then sets in when business management competence becomes even more important, and pressure builds to professionalise the running of the enterprises. Quite often, the patriarch, no matter the pressures of age or illness, never cedes control (or their perception of it) until death. Since writing wills is not a common practice in the Philippines, the issue of inheritance is perhaps the family’s most pronounced crucible.

			Issues of Family Inheritance

			Inheritance issues are arguably the biggest cause behind the disintegration of relationships within families, especially for those who are asset-rich. Inheritance laws are unambiguous in the Philippines: the surviving spouse, after having taken their share from the conjugal assets, takes another half of the inherited assets, and the children from the marriage divide the rest equally amongst themselves. Hence, it is on the death of the surviving parent that the crisis really starts. Laws are easily circumvented. By default or design, financial management is very opaque, with family members in management positions having the most access to family resources, often to the detriment of other members who effectively become a “rubber stamp” board. Initially, this does not cause any friction because of the respect accorded to the parents. When they are no longer there, however, the surviving members must form alliances amongst themselves and intra-family politics intensify—Who gets what? How much? When? The person who controls information, and/or is in physical possession of the assets, or of legal documents, has the most power.

			A friend once surprised me when she commented that her father had died (her mother having passed years earlier), and that she had decided to sell their ancestral home and share the proceeds with her younger sister and the sister’s family. Her brother, then in America with his own family, complained that he too wanted his share of the proceeds. She was ignoring him—assuming that, as a professional in America, he didn’t need the money. I don’t know the legal details but what amazed me was her complete sense of righteousness. “But are you being fair?” I remember asking. She reasoned that her brother was well-off whilst her sister needed the money more. “How do you know,” I asked, “and shouldn’t that be up to your brother to decide whether or not to give his share to his sister? Why don’t you appeal to his own affection for his sister and his sense of generosity?” No, she didn’t trust him; he was greedy. Why else was he complaining? “Perhaps, it’s because he wants to be free to exercise his own rights,” I tried to explain.

			I learned a couple of things from this single exchange: one was that satisfying perceived needs was more important than the exercise of fairness. This is, of course, true in all collectivistic societies. The ideologies of socialism and communism are themselves more concerned with perceived needs than with fairness. Fairness comes low in the hierarchy of social justice. Part of the problem in the Philippines is that perceptions of need amongst family members can be easily manipulated, and happen quite often. In my example, my friend had assumed that because her brother was living in America, earning in US dollars, he was better off than those in the Philippines who owned their own businesses. Also, her sister had more children who had their own requirements, including having well off friends with standards to which they had to live up to in order to be accepted. 

			In consequence, earning your own keep is often not appreciated if benefits are not shared by the other members of the family. It is for this reason that those who think they have earned what they now possess sometimes resent their more “needy” relations’ sense of entitlement.

			At the extreme end of individualism is of course the complete disregard for the needs of others, i.e. capitalism without a soul. What I hope I am pointing out in these examples is that in the Philippines, the dichotomy between the two is played out at the family level. Further, it is reflected in the various members’ shares in the family business. 

			Naturally important is the legitimacy of the decision-maker. Did my friend have legitimate authority? Or was she simply being opportunistic as well, due to the twin facts that she was in possession of the deed of the property, and that her sister’s family lived in the house? A similar case of this kind of opportunism was another story I heard. The family matriarch had just died. After the funeral, the surviving members looked for their mother’s valuable jewellery—apparently kept in a safe deposit box in the bank—with her three daughters holding on to the keys. They had disappeared and no one knew who had taken them. An oft-repeated tale, it is of no small wonder that many families end up in court fighting each other. One particularly extreme case was of one brother whom he believed had robbed him of his rightful inheritance. In this manner, close family ties nurtured over the years become irretrievably unbound.

			Oftentimes, it is in fact in opportunism that corruption starts.

			The Essence of Politics

			The essence of politics is power, and how power is leveraged and used. In a democratic society, power and politics are used—ideally—towards serving the interests and welfare of the citizenry. It is said that Filipinos are obsessed with power, and hence with politics. The highest accolades in Philippine society are often given to politicians and high-ranking government officials. They are in the headlines of the news every day—household names often reputed to have lots of money. After all, a person needs a lot of money in order to run for office, and whilst in office, has the most opportunity to make money. Even if they don’t necessarily desire great wealth, it is unfortunately a precondition for achieving and holding on to power. Hence, the common saying among politicians, “Make hay whilst the sun is out,” as you will need plenty of money come election time. As mentioned earlier, unlike, say, in the US, the Philippines does not have any implementable laws regarding the sourcing and use of funds in electioneering.

			With politicians occupying the highest positions in the group hierarchy, the greatest deference is accorded to them, even though they might not be necessarily admired. In their absence, they can be the object of much gossip as many are reputed to be corrupt, murderous, and/or adulterous. Everyday conversations are geared towards the latest political scandals. Yet, given the opportunity, many of the ambitious gossipers would themselves want to become politicians or high ranking officials as they feel these are the most direct routes to success. Psychologically, the imbalances in perceptions of everyday reality on the one hand, and the nation’s religiosity that emphasises the virtues of honesty and truthfulness on the other, give a sense of a world that is out of kilter. People see rewards being given to those who in general do not practise these virtues.

			As with many locally prominent families, my extended family found their passion in politics. This included my mother. My father had thought politics was a “dirty” business and my mother was inclined to agree with the judgment of my father, whom she thought was prudent and sensible. After his death, however, my mother was drawn into the political world of her siblings. One of the youngest uncles—the most financially unstable in the family—was enjoined to run for office allegedly in order to give him a certain status in the community. In truth, he was also needed to become the medium by which the family could gain and keep political power. An older brother and sister lent their financial backing, and each uncle identified and campaigned in his own bailiwick. The younger brother eventually became mayor and later brought into politics with him, first my mother, then his nephews. Now, the Palanca family is known to be a political dynasty in our town-turned-city.

			My mother was eighty-one years old when she decided to pick up the baton by running for mayor after her younger brother had served two consecutive terms and was no longer allowed by the Philippine constitution to run for re-election. The family slogan was, “You don’t give away what is already yours.” When she handily won the election, she broke the record of having been the oldest elected first-term mayor in Philippine history. She truly had the welfare of Victorias at heart as she was genuinely emotionally attached to the town: for example, keeping the community clean, enhancing peace and order, and continuing her healthcare programme, which she started even before she became mayor. Close to her heart was the pakain, a feeding programme for poor children. Under her stewardship, the town won the Most Beautiful Plaza Award in the province. When escorting out-of-town guests, her great pride was the town plaza and its beautiful garden, modelled after the English ones that she had seen.

			People from neighbouring areas would go see Victorias’ Christmas decorations, up already in October, and attend events in the plaza: a fashion show, a ballet dance, a songfest— all gratis. The performers were her grandchildren and their friends imported from Manila. For those who had previously not witnessed such “high culture” spectacles, they were a broadening experience, and gave the townspeople great pride in their community. Perhaps one could have argued that Victorias more urgently needed improvements in infrastructure—water supply, for instance, was inadequate and not evenly distributed. But as my father was no longer there to guide her, my mother did the best she could. Unfortunately, she only agreed to keep the seat warm for her younger brother and he took the post back at the next election when the Philippine constitution allowed him to run again. This was a big loss to my mother and to the community.

			My uncle had pet projects of his own, including a gigantic arena for his hobby sabungan (cockfighting). After he left, his successor wisely turned it into a sports complex. For good or ill, the mayorship in Victorias remains in the Palanca family dynasty to this day—with the seat of mayor now occupied by a nephew.

			Especially to the Filipinos with their overlapping use of space, there is moreover a fudging of locations for political activities. Absent is the English regard for their homes—the concept of their home as their castle. I recall that there were often people at our house in the early mornings waiting for my mother, not only before she had left the house but before she had even woken up! Depending on their perceived importance, they could be invited to have breakfast with us. (One must be careful that the power distance is not too great or the subordinate will feel extremely ill at ease.) I used to resent these unsolicited arrivals, but I seemed to be the only one who felt that my private space was being violated. Indeed in a collectivistic society, privacy is in short supply, and therefore a luxury for somebody who values it. These experiences were not by any means unique, but rather representative of how politics is practised in the Philippines.

			When I first heard of high fashion being shown in the plaza of a town where many of the residents lived below the poverty line, I was aghast. Would people not resent it? Ironically, the public instead identified with the “sophistication” of Victorias, and took vicarious pride in it. 

			I now wonder if the political leanings of many Filipinos are to the right. We often read about “rightists” and “leftists” and the different gradations between them. “Leftists” believe in egalitarianism, and want to eradicate social inequality. “Rightists” find the eradication of social inequality to be a utopian objective, believing instead that socio-economic inequality belongs to the natural order of things. Rightists value tradition and social stratification. In a hierarchical society such as the Philippines, with each one knowing their own place, I can guess that many would identify themselves with the right. Thus, Imelda Marcos herself, when criticised for her opulence, retorted that she simply wanted to look good for the Filipino people, so that through her, they could take vicarious pride in their country. Who knows, she might have been correct.

			Corruption

			As I have written above, I bought a weekend cottage not too long ago. I thought it would be a simple enough process as the seller and I easily came to terms. When I tried to change the title to my name, however, I was told that because I was married—and especially because I was the wife and my husband was the legal administrator of the conjugal assets—I needed marital consent. So I called my husband who lived in Germany. He faxed me his consent but it was sent back by the Registry of Deeds. It had to be in the original. My husband then sent his original letter by courier. Again it was returned; it needed to be notarised. My patient husband asked a local notary to certify the document and then resent it to me. When I called him next, I was in tears. No, it should be certified not just by any notary but by the Philippine Embassy. He exploded. Why didn’t they say so in the first place? After the toing and froing, he was not willing to fly to Berlin. As it turned out, any Philippine consulate would have been sufficient. Even so, Essen, where the nearest Philippine consulate was located, was some three hours away by car and the consulate was only open in the mornings so that he would have to stay in town overnight. He would then have to submit the documents in person. However, instead of simply waiting for them to be stamped, he would have to leave them there, picking them up after about a week. This, of course, was on the presumption there would be no glitches. Philippine government organisations have a notorious reputation for being extremely bureaucratic and inefficient. You would be informed of legal requirements, which more often than not be handed out piecemeal and perhaps even change depending on who you talk to. I therefore decided to drop my request for a change of name to the title, hoping that, when the time came, an Absolute Deed of Sale would suffice.

			Shortly before Christmas some four months later, I received a call from the supposed processors of my papers. They felt sorry for me and wanted to help me out, so they would accept whatever documentation I had. Incidentally, as it was Christmas, could I contribute to their Christmas party? In my relief I was generous. Yes, I’ll give a lechon, a whole roast pig, a Philippine delicacy. Not enough for a big department? How about two lechon? No, I needed to pay Pesos30,000 in cash. I had returned to Manila after many years overseas, still full of idealism. No, I was not going to contribute to corruption, not even Pesos100 to a traffic policeman. For if we are corrupt in small things, where will we stop? This idealism would be sorely tested, however, for if we do not participate, how do we survive? But if I gave 30,000 Pesos, would it encourage my Christmas party organisers to ask for 40,000 Pesos next time? If I play with fire because I have no realistic options, how do I keep it in control? 

			Faced with this dilemma, I decided to shut my eyes, and as friends always said, “go with the flow”. I remembered that, in my younger days, when I briefly worked at Bank of America’s South and Southeast Asia Regional Office as corporate communications and public relations coordinator, these petty “give aways” and “coffee money” were under the budget of the administration department. At the Asian Development Bank, there was a Filipino who took care of the release of the duty-free imported cars of the foreign professional staff, and he was given small discretionary funds. I therefore called my brother who had big businesses needing government approvals and asked him for help. That solved the problem and I never asked him what he or any of his staff did. Don’t fight if you know you cannot win.

			My father worked for the Philippine Commonwealth Government in the 1930s. Before he died in the late 1980s, he told me he felt sorry for the future generations as younger Filipinos seemed to have lost their sense of integrity. I was away from the country for much of the time, but each time I came back, corruption seemed to have progressed from bad to worse. What had happened? In the intervening years, it appeared that corruption had become institutionalised as its practice became ever more endemic. Honesty and integrity seemed to have lost their value in the hierarchy of morality among Filipinos. I wondered if this were truly the case or just my own perception.

			How does corruption develop? And what do pundits mean when they say corruption has been institutionalised? An institution is established for a specific purpose: to provide a structure by which to service a felt need. Obvious examples are churches, schools, banks. A bank has a structure with systems and procedures, with rules and regulations. If you are to take out a loan, you must fulfil certain requirements and must follow certain procedures. These sets of rules are quite explicit. If you need a secured loan, you have to have collateral. You present to the bank an asset you wish to mortgage. Similarly, if the government were to create a functioning institution, it would have to define a set of rules and regulations, which everyone would have to follow. It is the job of the state to create an environment where strong and beneficial institutions can flourish.

			I once went for a working visit to a couple of countries in Africa to provide advice on institution building for women in management positions. I was told that, when someone wanted to get something done, they didn’t know where to go. There were momentary “heads of departments” and members in decision-making positions. However, each one had a different opinion on what the regulations were, so that different functionaries would articulate different requirements. Because of these confusions, the processing of necessary documents took an inordinate amount of time. What would happen if, as was often the case, functionaries changed from one day to the next? In a vicious cycle, the process would need to be repeated all over again. This was more than a waste of time and effort as, due to this status quo, structures were never strengthened.

			Institutions are like people—in order to get strong, they need exercise. It is in the repeated exercise of the institution’s operations that the winnowing of redundancy, and the consequent simplification of procedures, can eventually ensue—so necessary for productive endeavours. A lack of properly functioning institutions leaves needs unserviced. If you were to set up a business in a country with immature institutions catering to an identified need, for example, you could be faced with redundant requirements, needless forms to complete, and pointless permissions to obtain. If that happened to banks, people would go elsewhere for their financial needs, and in an extreme scenario, banks as we know them would eventually cease to exist.

			In the shorter term, however, how do you get something done without the unnecessary and time-wasting procedural pitfalls so often found in immature institutions? It has been argued that in countries where institutions have not yet been exercised enough for them to grow solid and strong, the practice of corruption could, indeed, bypass the voluminous and contradictory red tape that would otherwise have inhibited productivity. In other words, for short-term survival—if indeed it becomes an issue of survival—should you sacrifice long-term gains? Or do you do a balancing act? How?

			Historically, corruption was not always against the interest of a country’s development. For centuries, rampant corruption had happened in the affairs of great nations and they are now generally none the worse for it. During the 19th century, for example, young America did not look towards the more mature Europe, but rather towards the more pioneering Western horizons. Indeed, it was not called the “Wild West” for nothing. The treaties with the Native Americans (that would be broken again and again on the part of the US government), the exodus of settlers to every new western state, the great riches which came from the discovery and mining of gold and silver, the construction of railways from coast to coast—all these would not have succeeded had it not been for the corrupt practices of many. Indeed, young America would not have been transformed into a great world leader in less than a hundred years!

			In short, corruption is endemic in young nations, when institutions have not yet been properly nurtured. This happened not only in the young America but even in the later-to-become incorruptible British civil service. As Robert Clive, an 18th century commander-in-chief of British India, was alleged to have said, “Given my opportunities, I stand astonished at my own moderation.”

			When institutions fail to develop within an allotted time, however, and remain stunted, the citizenry can demand revolutionary changes, not always with desirable results. Before a new order will have been established, uprisings often bring chaos and a great deal of suffering. The common practice in medieval Europe of selling papal indulgences brought about the Reformation movement when people finally said, “Enough”. This, in turn, was one of the major factors that caused the Thirty Years War when about one third of the population of Western Europe died before the region would find a new stability. Was it worth the sacrifice? In his book World Order, Henry Kissinger writes that the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, which ended the Thirty Years War, would usher in a new and constructive world order, many of the tenets of which are being observed to this day.

			In the mid-1980s, Filipinos likewise used the slogan Basta ya, tama na (stop now, enough already) when more than a million people took to the streets, demanding the resignation of President Ferdinand Marcos because of unbridled corruption and the public perception that the governing leadership was sliding towards totalitarianism. The resignation of President Marcos, however, did not bring about an end to corruption. It was because the new leadership did not initiate the tedious process of rebuilding. Mrs. Aquino had the supreme mandate to introduce painful changes, but she did not have the wherewithal, or perhaps the moral courage, to provide new structures where new institutions could grow.

			In the vacuum created by the departure of Mr. Marcos, dysfunctional institutions continued to operate, or were re-established, so much so that many called the Cory Aquino presidency the period of the restoration of the old order.

			Mitigating Corruption

			The social psychologist Leon Festinger, in his theory about cognitive dissonance, posits that we can truly speak of attitude change only when the three elements in the change process are in harmony: these three elements are Thinking, Feeling, and Acting. We are comfortable only when what we think matches with how we feel and both match with what we do. Otherwise, we will always be conflicted within ourselves.

			Such would be the case if a situation occurred where one of these three elements had been pulled out of sync so that it became misaligned. To resolve the situation, we would subconsciously struggle to retain the old psychological comfort by pulling back in the element that had been pulled out. Or, we could reach a new comfort level, by aligning the two remaining elements with the one that had been pulled out so that all three components would be “whole” again, so to speak. If that happens, and a new consonance of Thinking, Feeling, and Acting has been formed, we can then talk about a changed attitude.

			My sister-in-law smokes an average of a pack of cigarettes per day. Yet, in spite of all the information given to her on how smoking affects her health, she refuses to give it up. (This new element—Information— is supposed to elicit a new way of thinking.) So she has come up with reasons as to why it is still fine to smoke. She has persuaded herself that it takes years and years to develop cancer and, as none in her family has had cancer, the chances are she would die of another cause before developing cancer—and anyway, who wants to live forever? What is life if it is not to be lived? In thinking that way, she has retained cognitive consonance. She can comfortably smoke and enjoy the activity. She has rejected the new information.

			What does this all mean when you want to change people’s attitudes? The shortest route is to change one element and pull it out of sync, pulling it strongly enough and holding it long enough so that it drags the other components of the change process and forms a new alignment. This is often done by first eliminating choice so that you are working towards compliance, and in due course, out of habit, compliance will develop into commitment.

			When I first left Negros, I noticed that people there did not want to queue, each one wanted to be served first. I hated to check in at the airport counter because everybody would crowd in front of the counter, extending their hands with their tickets, calling for the attention of the clerk. It was chaotic. When I came back in the early 2000s, however, and went to check in for a flight out of Manila, I was pleased to note that the airport management had put ropes to force people into single file, perhaps in imitation of what they had observed in other countries. This structure—the roped enclosures—impacts on the Acting element, enforcing it through coercion.

			After checking in, I went to the rest room where there were no ropes. I was pleasantly surprised to see people queuing, although admittedly, instead of a single line waiting for one of the cubicles to open, they would form separate, shorter queues in front of each cubicle, oftentimes blocking the way of the person coming out. Still, I thought that was a big improvement and I wondered whether this was a compromise behaviour learned from queuing in a roped enclosure. Would that this were also applied to our traffic situation. Currently, many still try to cut in front of the car ahead of them as everyone wants to be directly by the traffic lights before the colours change, causing a bottleneck and yet heavier traffic. Perhaps we are still waiting for the authorities to place road cones separating each traffic lane, in order to force motorists to form a queue. This would not only ease congestion, but in due course, could teach us some discipline.

			*

			Slogans are meant to change feelings. Ang bayan ko mahal ko (my country, my love) states a popular poster. This is meant to elicit feelings of patriotism, thereby pulling the “Feeling” element out of the old attitude consonance. If the pull is hard enough, it can result in actions geared towards more community and national involvement. 

			It has been proven, however, that it is in changes in structure, which suspend all choices available to us, that is the quickest mode to behaviour change, as it feeds directly into attitude change. This, however, also causes the most resistance to change.

			If you apply the idea of cognitive dissonance in order to change attitudes, you could mitigate instances of corruption, and in the process, reduce its usefulness to the individual. Properly guided, the use of this idea will weaken corruption. The proposed use of computers related to the issuance of traffic violation tickets, for example, will standardise the process, resulting in a change in structure that could promote new behaviour patterns. So would the lengthening of the expiry of drivers’ licenses. I am pleased to hear that drivers’ licenses only need now to be renewed every five instead of three years as was previously the case (I ask: why not make the expiry even longer?) I also look forward to the time when government offices would no longer be overstaffed, when relatively minor documents no longer need several layers of redundant approvals, when you no longer need to notarise agreements of small consequence, when each office is staffed by civil servants who are paid adequate salaries, and when police officers are given living wages. A friend adds: customs officials in the airport should have desks with no drawers, and their offices should be constructed so that there is minimal privacy, with remote cameras attached to their work stations whenever possible. Perhaps, if I buy another small property, I could even get a piece of paper where all the requirements for transferring the title to my name are written down by a person of authority so I don’t have to keep going back to the Registry of Deeds to get them piecemeal. These simple structural changes will then result in less opportunities for corruption. Coupled with more efficiency, could the Philippines then perhaps improve its international standing on the Ease of Doing Business Register? In 2016, the World Bank ranked the Philippines 103rd out of 189 countries surveyed.

			Who can effect these changes? It is commonly asserted that, in an organisation, it is management who can build a new culture. Likewise, it is management who have the power to change or create structures: the heads of sections, of departments or divisions, or the CEO in centralised organisations. It is unfortunate that although many Filipinos might disagree with me, it is President Duterte himself who undermines the very institutions that he is supposed to be nurturing. For the purpose of stamping out illicit drug use, he has weakened Philippine institutions geared for the purpose of administering justice and the rule of law, two of the most important institutions necessary for the maturation of any society.

			In summary, condemning corruption in the hope that it will change the outlook of the corrupt is like telling an addicted smoker to stop smoking because it is bad for their health. Instead, corruption can be addressed by respecting institutional rules so that institutions can grow. Thus can corruption be mitigated. Filipinos are supremely capable of building strong institutions. Anyone who doubts that need only look at the Catholic Church in the Philippines, or the institution of the Filipino family for that matter.

			Conversely, we are also capable of supplanting institutions, as any institution that does not fulfill a social need will wither and die. This means that we can build institutions with unambiguous, realistic, and implementable sets of rules, not only for a select few, but for all constituencies. Let us stop complaining about corruption and instead talk of building institutions. Strong institutions inhibit corruption just as corruption’s major dysfunction is that it destroys institutions. Like a virus, corruption can then spread from one sphere of activity to another, ultimately developing into an attitude that permeates our daily lives and erodes the country’s moral compass.

			Part Two

			Photo Captions

			Plate 1

			a) Filipinos love to celebrate life—eating, singing, and dancing. Sensual and highly extroverted, they enjoy going out and being with their barkadas. This photo shows beneficiaries of an NGO, which gives support to street children. The children are showing off their dancing prowess to guests during a Christmas party.

			 

			b) A barkada is a group of friends with common interests. As interests vary and friends are numerous, a Filipino usually has quite a number of barkadas, with each barkada reserved for one favourite activity. Hence, one barkada can consist of old classmates, another one perhaps for a common hobby such as playing basketball, still another for bible study, and so on. Below is a travel barkada. 

			 

			c) When my husband was new in the Philippines, he would observe that children in the provinces would follow him around curiously, commenting, “Americano, Americano”. They didn’t seem to understand when he would tell them he wasn’t “Americano”. To them any Caucasian was “Americano”. This seems to happen less frequently nowadays as people become more accustomed to foreign faces.

			Plate 2 

			a) A typical Filipino handaan (party). Because these parties are usually attended by numerous guests, food is plentiful and suitable for being kept outdoors for a long period of time, even if it grows cold. This is complemented with beer, juices, and soft drinks. Flies are very sensitive creatures and simply waving the strips of paper is enough to keep them away.

			 

			b) A typical dish fitting special occasions is a whole suckling pig, slow roasted over a fire. The favourite part for most is its crispy skin dipped in liver sauce. (The box of Fruit Loops on the table belongs to my son, Paul, who has set it aside to pose for the photo.) 

			 

			c) Outdoor fruit stands line markets and side streets in many parts of the country. With import liberalisation, previouly expensive fruits like grapes, apples, and oranges have become, in many cases, cheaper than home-grown ones such as mangoes, avocados, pomelos, durian, tamarind, banaba, and bananas, shown here.

			Plate 3

			a) Contrasting many of the local outdoor handaan is the elegant cocktail party shown above, held in one of the luxurious condominiums at Fort Bonifacio (recently renamed Bonifacio Global City), a financial and lifestyle district of Manila. 

			 

			b) For the people in the lower economic classes, celebrations with friends come at much greater costs relative to their earnings, even if dishes might only consist of pancit (noodles dish) and soft drinks. Still, there are parties not only for birthdays, but also for baptisms, graduations, fiestas, and any other excuse for a celebration. On a visit to Victorias, I saw Santa Claus hand out toys and food items to the eager townsfolk to help them celebrate Christmas. 

			 

			c) Other donors are more organised, packing their gifts for more orderly distribution. The Philippines remains a country of contrasts: between the small minority who are rich or very rich, and the large majority who are poor.

			Plate 4

			a) There were only three of us in my immediate family, so our home life was much more focused on one another. In the photograph (top left), our youngest family member is learning how to be a London chef.

			 

			b) At other times of the year, Paul would rather be Dracula as he went trick or treating around the neighbourhood. I have witnessed this American import grow from the early 1990s when you would see only occasional ghouls covered in bedsheets during Holloween. I would paint Paul’s face so he could join them. Now, it has become a professional affair—lavishly dressed witches are all over the streets of London, as they are in even more conservative Germany. Meanwhile, giant spiders with their impenetrable webs line the lobby of my condominium building in Manila—for a whole month!

			 

			c) My family photo circa New Year 1994.

			Plate 5 

			a) Father and son bonding during a boat excursion. This contrasts with my own early experiences when I was almost never alone with my parents, but instead was constantly surrounded by a slew of relatives.

			 

			b) Klaus and Paul riding in Wales, UK. Like many parents doting on an only child, we tried to expose Paul to a number of after-school activities: fencing, judo, art classes; then on weekends—tennis, cricket, rugby. He stopped horse riding lessons when he was about twelve because his riding mates were all girls! But he still skis and plays golf. In contrast, my sister used to complain that we all led “deprived” childhoods, never learning how to swim or ride a bike. In spite of the fact that the Philippines is an archipelago, I would hazard a guess that most Filipinos cannot swim nor indeed ride a bike. 

			Plate 6

			Balay Gamay (Small House), my holiday home in the hillside town of Tagaytay. The house is a testament to one of my earliest experiences dealing with corruption in the Philippines. I was pressured to pay an extra amount aside from the fee legally mandated so that the certificate of title of ownership to the property could be released. One must, therefore, decide on what to do in such a situation. Do you give in and pay corrupt officials because that is the only way to survive? If so, do you draw a line in the sand? More long term, how do you as an individual contribute to the building of Philippine institutions so as to mitigate corruption?

			Plate 7

			a) The 1986 march against President Marcos after he reputedly cheated in the national election that Cory Aquino won. More than a million Filipinos marched in the streets. Pictured is a demonstration in Ayala Avenue, Makati, a business district in Manila. (Photo taken from People Power: The Philippine Revolution of 1986, published by the James B. Reuter Foundation.)

			 

			b) I was one of those who marched in the streets of Makati, being showered by shredded papers thrown from the windows of office buildings, and feeling as though I were in a ticker tape parade. (Photo taken from People Power: The Philippine Revolution of 1986, published by the James B. Reuter Foundation.)

			Plate 8

			a) My ever-idealistic father sympathised with our grievances, bemoaning the lack of morality of many of those in power. I remember him saying, “I feel sorry for your generation.”

			 

			b) To put action into words, he donated several hectares of prime land to the Salesian Brothers, who built a home for street boys, today called “Boys Town”. We try and do what we can.
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			Part Three

			Choices 
and 
Identity

			Five

			Who Am I? 
Nationality, 
Gender, And Identity

			I’m Nobody, who are you?

			Are you – Nobody – too?

			Then there’s a pair of us!

			Don’t tell! they’d advertise – you know!

			How dreary – to be – Somebody!

			How public – like a Frog –

			To tell one’s name – the livelong June –

			To an admiring Bog!

			Emily Dickinson

			A literary critic wrote about Dickenson’s poem, “This little anthem to outsider solidarity—invisible, independent, self-nurturing, ignoring the knock on the door…”

			When I was very young, I stayed with my grandmother who, at that time, was living in Manila. I was the only child in her household and she satisfied my every whim. Consequently, I learned to demand instant gratification. After a few years, I moved over to my parents’ place and was quickly disabused of such nonsense. They were busy with their businesses and my mother had the added responsibility of heading an extended household with her siblings and their families. To survive, I had to fend for myself.

			There were a number of us young cousins in the household, most of whom were boys. I wanted to join in the games of these boys, so I fought my way in even though I was one of the smallest. However, I was constantly punished by my mother for being quarrelsome. In due course and eager to win her approval, I became obedient and by my teenage years, was almost totally withdrawn. This was exacerbated by the fact that as I grew older, my cousins moved out of our extended family home and my sisters departed for Manila to study, leaving my younger brother and me mostly by ourselves.

			We studied in far-away Bacolod City, returning home only during weekends. Whilst back in our town, we were discouraged from going out of the gate of our house so that we lacked opportunities to form friendships with neighbourhood children. On the other hand, as one of the eldest in a small group of boarders at school, I also didn’t have occasions to socialise with most of my classmates and friends after school hours. Thus, I never learned how to dance nor how to behave with boys.

			Instead of flesh-and-blood boys, my teenage world was inhabited by distant characters embellished through my lively imagination. My life became immersed in the stories of my heroes, vicarious experiences mostly engulfed in American mythology: a Horatio Algers who firmly believed that you reap what you sow; an idealistic James Stewart as Mr. Smith going to Washington and ending up with his integrity intact; or a deeply individualistic Robert Redford in the guise of Jeremiah Johnson, embracing the loneliness of the wilderness for love of freedom.

			At the same time, I observed how hard my parents worked, and I now think back to their unassuming lifestyles. My father left the house at dawn, driving to the farms to inspect the sugarcanes in an old MacArthur jeep, a military surplus he bought after the war and reconditioned again and again, until nothing of the old engine remained. However, he almost never refurbished the body: the upholstery of the seats had long worn out, and each time my brother and I went with him, my butt and indeed all my bones ached. We would return home before midday, dusty when the weather became dry and hot both outside and inside the jeep. It was worse when it rained as the roads were not asphalted, instead we criss-crossed creeks and hills reached through rugged terrain. I had humanised our jeep, and felt sorry for it when it got stuck in deep mud trying with all its might, smoke billowing from its hood, as the driver pasted his foot on the gas pedal. Quite often it failed, and the driver would have to call people from the farm to push the jeep out of the mud, laying stones underneath its tyres to firm up the ground. Sometimes, when the situation was deemed not too bad, we might be allowed to stay inside the vehicle, and I would make my body as light as possible in order to help our jeep. My bond with it deepened after I drove it into the ditch. I was fourteen years old when my father called the driver to teach me how to drive so that I could be self-reliant.

			Unlike my father, my mother thought money was to be spent. As she could sometimes not get sufficient cash even after she had waylaid my father’s staff for money, she decided to set up her own business. Again, as I earlier reported, she built a movie theatre right beside our house and it became her cash cow. One of the downsides to this ready cash was that it came mostly in loose change. I remember paying my rather sizeable tuition fees with these, and the Spanish nun looking at me in obvious annoyance.

			After having lived with the Spanish nuns, then with the German nuns, and lastly, with the American nuns, I developed a set of rather rigid moral principles. Lacking social influences from my peers—even at university with the American nuns, I spent days at the library reading about Alexander the Great instead of gossiping with my friends. Thus, the orientations I formed consisted of an amalgam of a conflicted childhood, a set of moral constructs, and a belief in the value of hard work without pretensions, whilst my dreams were coloured by an idealised worldview.

			As if to challenge this rather infantile personal world, my first foreign experience was about being “banished” to the concrete jungle of New York City, with nary a friend to help me cope during my initial months, and later, developing friendships with Americans rather than joining the Filipino community. Thus, it was in New York City where I grew up psychologically. Like a caterpillar, I shed my old cocoon and emerged a brash New Yorker. I learned that I could fight things out by simply out-shouting Americans. I learned to walk fast so you could mow down those who tarried and before anyone else mowed you down. To this day, Filipinos call me aggressive (I sometimes correct them and say, no, assertive is the word), direct, impatient, independent, and yes, individualistic—characteristics I imbibed from Main Street Manhattan.

			As I grew older, however, and learned the value of working smart over working hard, my natural introversion re-asserted itself, and I learned to harness my energy in order to develop my strengths. For example, constantly dealing with a crowd of people simply tired me, and I learned to minimise such interactions whenever socially acceptable. A popular psychological assessment (Myers-Briggs Type Indicator or MBTI) pointed to my personality type, deemed innate. I am allegedly very much an introvert. Further, I perceive my surroundings intuitively, with broad holistic strokes rather than using my senses of taste, smell, sight, hearing, and touch. I reach conclusions about my experiences using my feelings rather than through reasoned and logical analysis. (I express these sometimes intense feelings in torrential words, the reason many people think me extroverted.) Lastly, I am supposedly decisive and organised (Personality Type: INFJ—I for Introversion; N for Intuitiveness; F for Emotions-based; and J for Decisiveness.)

			This innate temperament largely runs counter to what I have concluded are the modal Filipino preferences for Personality Type ESFP—E for Extraversion; S for Senses-apprehension; F for Emotions-based; P for Continuing focus on perceptions. Filipinos are mostly “extraverts”—the roughly similar word to extroverts—used by Carl Jung, the Swiss psychoanalyst who first developed the typologies.11

			You don’t need to be particularly observant to note that Filipinos are a highly extroverted lot. They enjoy being constantly out with their different barkadas. This is coupled with the use of their five senses instead of a more conceptual and imaginative perspective as they take in information from the world around them. For example, no one will deny that Filipinos live to eat rather than eat to live; they enjoy singing and dancing, attested to by the fact that the country is replete with talents and skills in the performing arts. They are not, however, as efficient at making decisions, always focused on the present—constantly observing and perceiving. With a high tolerance for ambiguity, they have a tendency towards procrastination and a spontaneous decision-making process. Further, when they have to implement their decisions, they lack well-thought-out plans. In my case, I was and still remain impatient with people who dilly-dally, who can’t think ahead, and, in general, who can’t seem to get their act together. Especially in the past, I often told them so! Not surprisingly, I had relatively few friends, not to mention belonging to barkadas, and in the old days of courtship, virtually no “suitors”. To this day, I still struggle with my natural tendencies, on the one hand, and the desire to be more socially acceptable, on the other.

			The only thing I seem to have in common with most Filipinos is that, like them, I make conclusions and decisions based on gut-feel rather than on detached analysis. In short, there is little overlap between my own inborn tendencies and what I think are the preferences of the majority of Filipinos. I possibly inherited my introversion from my father, and my emotionality from my mother. These, and my other preferences, are reinforced by many un-Filipino traditions I was exposed to at critical points in my life. To a large extent, they shaped my views, ideals, and values. Thus, notwithstanding that the Philippines was my country of birth and where I spent most of my years until I was twenty-three, I could identify neither with my extended family, nor with my community, nor with my fellow citizens.

			For the longest time, however, to admit even to myself what I thought were my true inclinations would have caused a great deal of guilt and shame. That I never felt a sense of pride in, nor attachment to my country of birth, was something I didn’t want to acknowledge even to myself. Thus, I decided that in justice and fairness—not charity—I had the duty to give back to the country what I had taken from it—a comfortable lifestyle and good, though foreign-run, schooling, among others. In my idealism, I tried to work for the Philippine government, hoping to help by effecting some changes from the inside of organisation/s. Needless to say, I did not succeed. Now, I am content with contributing what I can to NGOs with whose aims I can identify.

			*

			On the other hand, my father was a true patriot. He was an active Rotarian, taking seriously the idea of community service. Joining the Luzonians, he worked towards the integration of people coming from other islands who, like him, migrated to Negros. On 10th of October each year until well into his fifties, he would march his young family to visit his alma mater, the state-run University of the Philippines (U.P.) in Los Baños, Laguna to commemorate Loyalty Day, when in 1916, the government sent a battalion of Filipino volunteers from his university to fight side by side with the Americans in Flanders, Belgium. He of course also had pro-American views, having worked in an American-established agency during the Philippine Commonwealth period.

			My father’s patriotism was inclusive. However, the loyalty my other relations and friends sometimes had, edged into the more exclusive form of nationalism. For instance, when I worked briefly at the regional headquarters of Bank of America, then located in Manila, a family member made pointed remarks about my colonial mentality. Likewise, my colleagues at the business school sometimes derisively referred to me as “that American woman” when they thought I had come across too strongly.

			True, after a number of years in America, I did feel “American”. Finally, in the mid-1970s, I seriously considered staying in America. I was encouraged by teachers such as the renowned anthropologist Margaret Mead, who told my class that as we now understood different cultures, we could search for a place anywhere in the world and choose to live wherever we most fitted. After hearing these remarks, I decided I was at heart a cultural refugee, seeking cultural asylum in America. After all, I had read that even birds didn’t adjust to their habitats but rather chose habitats where they were most comfortable. I thought of applying for a “Green Card”, a permanent residence visa. However, my father strongly objected. He emphatically admonished that the only reason for emigration was financial need. You left only if you were poor and in search of better opportunities. There was no such thing as a cultural refugee.

			What is Self-identity?

			One of the very first pieces of recommended reading I was given when I started my anthropology course was an article about how, by virtue of our humanity, each one of us is like everyone else. Then, because of our membership and loyalty to particular groups (shared nation, religion, ethnicity, gender, class, etc.), we are like some others. Finally, because we are all individuals with unique characters, we are like no other. What are the values and loyalties that bind us together, and what are those that draw us apart? When we find the answers to these questions, we have defined the way we look at ourselves and our relationship with the world. We have defined our personal identity.

			When Florentino in Garcia Marquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera defines himself as the “man who dresses in the dark”, he thinks of his uniqueness, of how fifty years of unconsummated love was the theme of his life. In Les Misérables, when Jean Valjean bares his chest with the imprint of his prison ID number and shouts, “I am 24601!”, he is declaring himself a convict: the identity he shares with other convicts—the dregs of society. When Theresa May, the prime minister of Britain, asserts that if you are a citizen of the world, you are a citizen of nowhere, she is thinking of her political identity, and presumes that we all share with her the same political ideals.

			Our sense of identity is never singular nor uni-dimensional but instead is complex and plural, just as we inhabit multiple roles as citizens of our country, members of our gender, or products of our education. Similarly, our identity is not fixed but always mutating, just as our interactions and relationships with others change and mutate. Thirty years ago, I was a different person, and the Philippines was a different country.

			This calls to mind an experience I had some twenty-five years back when I heard of a vacancy at the human resources department of an international development bank in Manila. I thought I was qualified for the job, but I was also aware that there were some informal guidelines in the recruitment procedure of the bank in order that a member country did not get over represented amongst its professional staff. Luckily, I was also holding a passport of a country that was under-represented—Germany. So, I impulsively decided to leave London and to re-try my luck in Manila. A German senior manager was very generous in granting me an appointment so I could discuss my potential application with him. Despite this, he dissuaded me from applying for the position, explaining that simply because I held a German passport did not make me a German. “Germans,” he said, “are born, not made.” It took me a long time to understand that statement.

			Some basic facts about German nationality law includes citizenship granted by blood, not by birth, and not by acculturation. Apparently, as recently as a couple of decades ago, naturalised Germans were comparatively few and far between. Thus, for example, Turks who had been born and had lived in Germany for generations did not automatically become German citizens. (Significant reforms have been and are currently being enacted by the German Bundestag.) This created a largely homogenous society. The strong national identity of the German people is reflected in the supposed quote from the famous German painter Georg Baselitz, even after he had moved out of the country. “What I can never escape,” he said, “is Germany, and being a German.” I found this quote so remarkable that I copied it when I saw it emblazoned on the wall during the exhibition on Germany: Memories of a Nation, at the British Museum in 2014.

			The exodus of over a million immigrants from troubled countries between 2015 and 2017 will feasibly lead to issues of enculturation. But I do believe in what German Chancellor Angela Merkel has promised, “We can do it,” although I am curious to see what Germany will be like a generation from now and how heterogeneous German society will have become. Will their national identity likewise mutate, to more easily allow Germans to be “made” and not necessarily be “born”?

			Along with these national identities, we can assess our multiple “other identities” as we play different roles in our lives—as spouses, parents, children, women or men, doctors or teachers. We can now look at the complexities and malleabilities of these identities.

			How Is Identity Formed?

			Eric Ericson, a prominent American developmental psychologist, in his seminal book Eight Ages of Man, writes that our first categorisation of “Self” comes during our teenage years. As a matter of fact, our main task during our adolescent years is to develop our self-identity, or we risk role confusion and will not progress to the next formative stage. The development of this identity comes from the influences of our parents, siblings, peers, friends, media, school, books. What influences each of these parties exerts is open to debate, although Ericson emphasises the relationship with our peers in identity formation. Through them we develop and then recognise our orientations and value systems.

			I remember when I was at that age, my classmates and I “discovered” a little hump in the backyard of our school. I was a member of a group of perhaps five girls and we called this hump “The Grade 7 Hill”. Each recess time, on a rotation basis, one of us would run out of the classroom to guard our hill, lest others occupy it before us. Initially, I wasn’t particularly keen on the idea because it was unshaded and hot, and I didn’t see the point of staying there eating our sandwiches when we could be more comfortable in one of the covered swings. But when it was my turn, I did my own guarding, and before long, felt equally strongly about our exclusive ownership of the hill. In fact it was I who suggested to the group that we put up a “No Trespassing” sign. Unfortunately, the Grade 7 Hill was given up when we five girls were punished by a nun for straying too far from the school, and for often coming in late after recess. What I am trying to point out here is that, through our peers, and in our desire for harmony and conformity, we are often willing to embrace irrationality— a part of what psychologists label “groupthink”. Through this mechanism, we imbibe the world view of our group.

			Aside from the influences of our peers during the period of our identity formation, there is also the part played by our personal geography: the everyday familiarity of the place where we were born and raised. This gives us a sense of place—a solid ground on which to stand, so to speak—and these memories form an integral part of the person that we become. This phenomenon is expanded by environmental psychologists who study identity and place. Nonetheless, this sense of place—the home, the city, the region, the country—is starting to erode as geographical mobility becomes more widespread.

			In order to preserve this feeling of rootedness, I have read of how some geographically mobile parents map out strong experiences tied to an identified place where they would like their children to form attachments. One American couple living in France, but wanting their five-year-old daughter to identify with America, took her back to visits in the US during the 4th of July military parades and air shows, to Macy’s to experience Christmas, or to Disneyworld in Orlando for a couple of days with Mickey Mouse.

			Likewise, on a government level, increasingly multi-ethnic UK protects itself from too many incursions from foreigners by taking domicile issues as important considerations for such policies as taxation and inheritance. Whilst ordinarily resident in the UK, my tax adviser was careful to remind me to keep documents proving that I never lost ties with my home country—airplane ticket stubs to show I had made visits to my home country, subscriptions to Philippine newspapers or magazines, bank accounts in Manila, references to a second home or a grave plot there, etc. As non-domiciled, I am expected to retain my bonds with my homeland—my “foreign-ness” so to speak, eventually planning to go back home within a given time period. To encourage me to do just that, I received tax breaks. (Again, these tax advantages are gradually being phased out amidst the complaints of the UK-domiciled, mostly ethnic British citizens.)

			*

			For some others, the desire to know their ancestors is a precondition to forming their own concept of self. Their loyalty goes to their ethnic group, their tribe, their clan, their family. Many people assert that it is the knowledge of our family history and our descent that provides for a better adjusted and higher self-esteem. Knowing our heritage and our traditions provides us with a connection to our past. We learn from the wisdom of those who have come before us.

			Paul, who is now twenty-nine, is Klaus’s and my only child. We adopted him, raising him since he was ten months old and have loved him dearly. He knows that. However, anticipating identity problems when he reached puberty, I consulted clinical psychologists. Most clinicians will readily admit that, for adopted children, issues relating to their selfhood remain with them for a long time—sometimes for life. Along with feelings of rejection by their biological parents comes a disconnect with their past, not knowing the traditions of their biological ancestors. These in turn result in a sense of being unmoored, an issue that could become dysfunctional if they fail to develop the necessary confidence to face life’s challenges.

			Especially in the Philippine environment, adopted children often carry an additional burden of being treated as though they are not real members but only some sort of an appendage to the biological members of the family, and thus not deserving of equal treatment. It is for this reason that I encourage Paul not to hide the fact that he is adopted in order to show to others—as well as to himself—that it does not affect his sense of self-worth.

			The tracing of the family tree for many of us is nothing more than a desire to know and to understand our personal histories. Some cultures have, in fact, ritualised this need through the worship of their ancestors whom they believe will protect their households. Many animistic peoples hold this belief to the present day.

			*

			The new study of epigenetics does point to the probability that the history of our ancestors as far removed as several generations, whilst not altering our DNA, is inherited in some ways. The psychologist Anne Schützenberger formulates what she calls the ancestor syndrome. “Genes,” she says, “have memories and the lives of our grandparents—what they saw, what they ate—can directly affect us decades later. They pass on survival skills that stand the test of time, giving us an unconscious sense of identity.”

			In summary, we have our innate tendencies, the unique personalities we have developed over time through past choices, influenced by a number of factors that interact with each other in varying degrees. Together, they form our sense of who we are, our personal identity. As if these were not enough, we have multiple identities as we play out our major roles in life. Still further, how we construct meaning in our lives, how we look at ourselves and our relationships with the world, are forever in a state of flux amidst changing circumstances, and indeed through changes within ourselves. Identity, we realise, is difficult to pin down.

			When I think of what defines me, there are a number of factors, which I claim play a major role in the formation of my sense of identity. For the purposes of this book, I have chosen three major factors: (1) that I was born Filipino, (2) that I am a woman, and (3) that I was raised a Roman Catholic. I will discuss my religious identity in the next chapter. The first two factors are discussed below.

			Nationality: Born Filipino

			What is a nation? What is a nation-state? What is a country? Are one people a clan, a tribe, or a nation? What does sovereignty mean? How important is citizenship? What is the difference between patriotism and nationalism? What to do in a paradoxical age where our economy has been globalised, but our political systems have remained national?

			These are common questions that have acquired new meanings in the 21st century. Now, we are not so certain anymore what each of these words mean. For example, I was recently completing a disembarkation card as our airplane was preparing to land. I pondered what to put under “Nationality”. I think what was meant by the question was “Citizenship” as these forms were for political purposes, to which I must answer “German”. If it is true that, traditionally, Germans have defined themselves by their language and common ancestry, I don’t belong to the German nation at all! All I can muster now is pidgin German, thus a pidgin understanding of the German world, whilst possessing not a single drop of Teutonic blood in my veins.

			In this century, we come up with new definitions to words mostly coined in the 19th century or even earlier. Historically, for example, patriotism was defined simply as love of country. The writer George Orwell referred to it as a devotion to a particular place. Nationalism—patriotism writ large—was supposed to seek to preserve, strengthen, and unify the country’s culture. Thus were created myths and other symbols of loyalty that bind a people together such as flags and anthems, whilst becoming less inclusive than the more innocent patriotism. Still, the idea of a nation as a people with a common heritage has been with us for a long time. 

			However, the political unit called “nation-state” was popularised only in the 19th century. Prior to this, nations were subsumed under empires—from the empires of China to the Romans, from the Persians to the Ottomans, from the Austrians to the British. These empires were multi-ethnic and mostly multi-lingual. By the 18th century, however, the British had politicised the term, celebrating their country as it sought to colonise far-flung places. The 19th century culminated in nationalism becoming one of the most significant political and social forces in history. Newly formed nation-states such as Germany and Italy marched to the songs of nationalism against other equally nationalistic states. It was not only the Germans who sang Deutschland, Deutschland über alles (“Germany, Germany above all”).

			Einstein once said nationalism is an infantile disease, mankind’s measles. President Macron of France has gone further, asserting, “Nationalism kills!” There is nothing natural about the idea of the nation. It was shaped as a result of political maneuverings, fed through the construction of elaborate myths, with boundaries of the nations drawn from the blood of wars.

			It is generally agreed that blind nationalism caused countries to sleepwalk into two world wars.12 The result has been the worldwide cataclysms in the 20th century alone, when well over a hundred million people died!

			To liberals such as myself, the contemporary idea of nationalism is inherently divisive, searching for differences amongst peoples instead of highlighting similarities. It maintains an attitude of us-against-them. If you are a nationalistic Filipino, you must be anti-American. When I first came back after graduating in the US, I was accused of being pro-American, as though being pro-American precluded me from being pro-Filipino at the same time. Yet, if the Philippines is a one nation state, the Muslims in Mindanao are not part of our nation at all!. They are another nation, another people, and we are against them. Likewise, if you are a nationalistic Briton, you must be a Brexiteer. A renewed spirit of nationalism is spreading the world over.

			Nationalism espouses a doctrine of a separate state for every nation—an antithesis of the multi-ethnic empires that preceded nation-states. Hence, it tends to oppose multiculturalism, to marginalise minorities who live within the borders of the nation-state, and to keep these borders as impregnable as possible; in the case of the US, perhaps even building a physical wall in its border with Mexico. This has caused intractable problems leading to years of violent conflicts between the Palestinians and the Israelis; between Catholics and Protestants during the time of the “Troubles” in Ireland. It lies behind the oppression of the Muslim Rohingyas in Myanmar by the Buddhists; or of the Buddhists by the Chinese in Tibet. This is not to mention the current mayhem in the Middle East between the Shias and the Sunnis, state militarism against the Kurds in Turkey, and so on. Currently, there are reactionary and far-right forces dividing the European Union. Yet, I don’t know of any “nation” which is not home to at least two different but coexisting cultures.

			National Identity

			Growing up in the mid-20th century, children like me were completely sold on the idea promoted by 19th century writers and intellectuals. I remember when I was about eleven years old, my English teacher told us pupils to memorise a short poem and recite it in front of the class. I chose Sir Walter Scott’s:

			 

			Breathes there a man with soul so dead

			Who never to himself hath said,

			This is my own, my native land!

			Whose heart hath ne’er within him burn’d

			As home his footsteps he hath turn’d

			From wandering on a foreign strand!

			If such there breathe, go, mark him well,

			For him no Minstrel raptures swell;

			High though his titles, proud his name,

			Boundless his wealth, as wish can claim;

			Despite those titles, power, and pelf,

			-The wretch, concentrated all in self,

			Living, shall forfeit fair renown,

			And doubly dying, shall go down

			To the vile dust from whence he sprung,

			Unwept, unhonour’d, and unsung.

			 

			No wonder I felt great pangs of guilt and shame. I justified myself: how could I feel for my homeland when, aside from my classmates with whom I socialised only in between classes, I didn’t have sufficient social interactions with my peers. How then was I to feel what it was like to be a Victoriahanon or a Negrense (resident of my home province)?

			Additionally, in the late 1950s, the Philippines was a newly-independent country. We used school curricula still patterned after those used during the American occupation, and our history books were written from an American point of view. We were taught American history before Philippine history. Our American history teacher had a galvanising presence, recreating great battles by marching up and down the classroom exclaiming, “Don’t shoot until you see the white of the eyes of the British!” Our Philippine history teacher, on the other hand, was a drone, reading direct from our textbook—and during a graveyard hour of early afternoon to boot. I memorised all the capitals of the fifty American states, including the two new ones, before the capitals of the Philippine provinces. I could more readily name the thirteen American colonies that rebelled against Great Britain than the first eight Philippine provinces that revolted against Spain. We were taught that, in 1902, the American forces finally crushed the “Philippine Insurrection”. (History textbooks written later called this the bitterly fought “Philippine—American War”).

			The American colonists then installed universal education throughout the archipelago in the guise of the public school system. First soldiers, then later thousands of professional teachers known as Thomasites, took charge of these schools, spreading English as a medium of instruction. Soon, a country with some 170 languages spoke which each other using English as their lingua franca. The Americans united the disparate island cultures of the archipelago through the propagation of English and the public school system, coupled with the promotion of a pacifist, Jose Rizal, as national hero.

			Perhaps as a reaction to this emphasis on American studies, nationalistic Filipinos in the 1970s and 1980s had a raw idea of national identity. In their active search for identity, they rejected America as a hypocritical and exploitative colonial power—true enough as with most colonists—and resorted to “nativism”. I remember frequent anti-American demonstrations in front of the American Embassy. It was only a matter of time before political leaders instituted reforms in the educational system.

			Later, the Philippine Republic instituted changes, not only in history textbooks, but in the national symbols as well. For example, it moved the celebration of Independence Day from when it was recognised (4th of July, 1946) to when it was declared (12th of June, 1896). It changed place-names from American to Filipino: “Dewey Boulevard”, named after Commodore Dewey who defeated the Spanish fleet in the Battle of Manila Bay in 1898, was changed to “Roxas Boulevard” after the second president of the Philippine Republic. More importantly, in the 1980s, in its effort to supplant English with Filipino as lingua franca, it changed the medium of instruction in schools from English to Tagalog, the language spoken in northern Philippines including Manila, the most populous region in the country.

			I recall that, when I was a pupil under the Spanish nuns, the school encouraged—not uncommonly—the practice of fining, at five centavos per word, those who spoke Ilonggo, the language my family used at home, including autonomic expressions like “Ay” or “Oy”. In due course, I and perhaps some classmates as well became coordinate bi-linguals so that now we can as easily think in English as in Ilonggo, i.e. not needing to do translations in our heads. The National Language Tagalog, however, was taught only as a second language and I never became as proficient in it.

			I noticed key linguistic changes as soon as I came back in 2004. Nowadays many Filipinos cannot speak English fluently, instead they use an odd mixture of English and Tagalog called “Taglish”. But I also notice that many have a stronger sense of their being Filipino. That said, being Filipino remains subordinate to their sense of being, first and foremost—a member of their family, and secondly—a member of their relations, and then their province.

			Was it worth the price? In order to promote a greater sense of national identity, were we ready to sacrifice our competitive edge? We used to call ourselves the only English-speaking country in Asia (never true), then the largest English-speaking country in Asia (also never true). Whatever the case might have been, we generally spoke “proper” English. Now, thanks to our good ear, those who speak “proper” English can still largely ape American accents, and the country remains a sought-after base for call centres. Social media has also helped in giving those with less English proficiency additional exposure to the language.

			In short, my defence at my failure to develop my sense of nationality is that, in my youth, my family and social circumstances were not conducive to forming a Filipino national identity. That this did not also happen to the other members of my family, to my schoolmates and other friends, I don’t know why. When all is said and done, the overriding question of course remains, does it matter? How important is national identity?

			Sir Walter Scott writes about national identity as the driving force behind one’s honour, although to him it only comes in a single package. As discussed above, identity does not work that way. It is multifaceted and ever evolving. The philosopher John Stuart Mill more critically writes about the value of forming a strong national identity. Individuals, he says, need it in order to lead a meaningful life. Democratic polities need it in order to build a strong society.

			As for me, I do not share the ideals and principles that bind the Filipinos together as a nation. For better or for worse, I do not share their characteristics of culture, religious beliefs, and values. Yet, it is only recently that I have decided there is nothing wrong with the way I feel, and that there is no need for me to reintegrate into Philippine society. My years abroad—living in the UK after America and spending time in Germany—made me a different person, and trying to fit right back in would have been to deny the personal growth I achieved during those years. A great deal of dissonance in my life had left me uncomfortable until I accepted the fact that nationality is simply not an important part of my personal sense of identity.

			The Amphibians Are Coming

			Increasingly, I also realise I am not alone. There are many other people like me. David Brooks in his article in the New York Times on 15th of February 2018 calls us “Amphibians”. We can swim like fish in water, but nonetheless can also move and live on land; thriving in different cultures without necessarily fitting perfectly in one. Amphibians include cultural refugees like me, expatriates who on repatriation find themselves in difficulty readjusting to their home cultures, and those who decide there is no longer the need, nor the will to fit in. For us, integration and reintegration have become an option, not an obligation. It can be liberating, as Amphibians don’t need to care about the local culture anymore. They have become citizens of the world.

			Theresa May’s oft-cited remark was widely circulated: “They (Britons who voted to remain within the European Union) find your (Brexiteers’) patriotism distasteful, your concerns about immigration parochial. If you are a citizen of the world, you are a citizen of nowhere.” I was at my doctor’s clinic in London when I heard this and told him of it. A bonafide Englishman, Londoner, and Remainer, his tart reply was, “What’s wrong with that?”

			I expect that, with increasing expatriation in a more globalised world, we Amphibians will increase and multiply. We can pick and choose certain facets of one culture, combine them with elements of another in the process of self-invention, forming a different but nonetheless coherent and, hopefully, equally strong sense of personal identity.

			With this personal identity comes a more objective perspective that can be of use in the development of our societies. We are able to connect with disparate communities, taking on the beneficial role of being a bridge to different cultures. Of course, the role of change-agent is never easy, for in the process of self-invention, we often lose assurances of order, of place, of social norms of conduct. We might have gained freedom to write our own moral code but we have lost an anchor and must embrace moments of loneliness.

			In order to manage our new roles, we must learn how to sell our persons or risk rejection by the group. I remember I have always been achievement-orientated, perhaps in a subconscious desire to be respected by my family and friends. Yet, I had to live in another culture in order to reach some modicum of socially perceived success that I could never have achieved in my own country. However, now that I am back in the Philippines, I must remember what I as an individualist operating in the collectivistic setting of the Philippines must do in order to be accepted. For instance, I am still learning the art of making balato, sharing what members of the group I wish to cultivate think I possess, so they can participate in my “success”, even if these perceptions are not necessarily accurate.

			As I have said, it is not easy to be an Amphibian.

			Gender and Identity

			There is in Philippine mythology a story about the sun and the moon fighting each other over who would illuminate the sky. A show of force ensues wherein the moon proves to be as strong as the sun. Finally, they agree to share the duty—the sun would illuminate the sky during the day and the moon during the night. The sun is of course the male, and the moon, the female. In old Agta myths, there is gender equality.

			Some history writers claim that the status of women in pre-colonial Philippines was equal to that of men. Others even assert that Philippine society at that time was matriarchal, i.e. power resided in women. It would also seem that residence patterns were matrilocal, meaning husbands moved to the village or town of their wives. Kinship was traced bilaterally. I don’t know how strong the evidence for these claims are, but when the Spaniards came during the 16th century, they found that women participated fully in community affairs. They were traders, they acted as priestesses in religious ceremonies, they achieved positions of power. Inheritance rights saw that benefits were equally divided among siblings, with women allowed to own property. Further, women held the purse strings of the household, which naturally gave them much leverage.

			The Spaniards carried with them the patriarchal systems of Europe. According to the Spanish Civil Code, still largely followed in the Philippines today, the husband is the administrator of the family assets and therefore in cases of conjugal property disputes, it is the decision of the husband that often prevails. Divorce is illegal, but until relatively recently, the penal code on marital infidelity stated that a wife might be found guilty of adultery if she had sexual relations with a man other than her husband and could therefore be subject to incarceration. However, a man might only be accused of concubinage—in practical terms, seeing his mistress regularly and supporting her. Thanks to the efforts of feminists—still a dirty label in the country today—the law has been revised to six years’ jail term for any adulterous person.

			A great believer in epigenetics, I do not find it surprising that, with the super-imposition of Western patriarchal norms, the Philippines has retained much of its past traditions regarding the roles for women. Filipino women remain strong. Perhaps the ways of our ancestors were imprinted upon us many generations ago and still influence our actions and attitudes today.

			As I mentioned earlier, as a young girl, I played most often with my boy-cousins. I was not aware that I was a girl, that I was different, even as I pooh-poohed the make-believe house and sari-sari store of my sister, cousin, and their girl playmates with their potsherd “money”. For myself, although I was confrontational, I was not excluded from the games of my boy-cousins. I remember I once had a physical fight with my brother who was seven years my senior, because I caught him cheating—apparently, he was not taking our game seriously. It was my mother, herself feisty, who disapproved of my behaviour. She cited her friends, who admonished her to encourage me to be soft spoken and mahinhin (artfully shy)—to become the Jose Rizal-type Maria Clara (a mahinhin character in one of Rizal’s novels). My guess is that there was the push and pull of strong but sweet and gentle Filipina (Fipino woman).

			Even as women held, and still frequently hold, the family purse strings, even as they have as much opportunity for education as the men, a wife should never contradict her husband in public because of the potency of the shame culture. For the Filipino male, being shamed is a catastrophe, and so the saying goes, “Hindi baleng hindi mo ako mahalin, huwag mo lang akong hiyain.” (It doesn’t matter that you don’t love me, just don’t shame me.) Instead, the role of the woman is to protect her man—be she his wife, his office assistant, or his agent. It is often she who saves him from tedium, from performing the task of day-to-day management of his affairs, and not only in his personal life but in his work functions as well. No wonder the Filipina is often accused of spoiling her man.

			However, my awareness of this role-typing for women was awakened only much later in life. When you can’t see someone you need to speak with, when you can’t get the job or the promotion despite your own belief that you deserve it, when you get less pay than your (male) colleague with supposedly the same rank and the same responsibilities; in general, when you are treated one way and not another, how do you know that it is because of your gender? Or, for that matter, when I was residing abroad, your race? I always ascribed it to some other reason.

			Perhaps it was just as well, because failures didn’t faze me. Instead, because I thought such outcomes were within my control, I simply tried another way. Thus, as a twenty-three-year-old tour guide at the UN Headquarters in the 1970s New York, when the job was considered glamorous, much like that of a flight stewardess, a supervisor publicly commented at one of our regular briefings that she couldn’t understand why I was hired. It was not as though I met the requirement of fluency in at least two major UN languages. Perhaps, she said, it was because I was pretty. I felt complimented, not conscious of the fact that it was meant to be an innuendo. As a matter of fact, she must have been correct. I had interviewed a senior diplomat in charge of public information at the UN for a university project. I don’t remember the details of the interview but at that time, I was naturally and innocently flirtatious, so we could have engaged in some sort of verbal fencing. Later, he tried to “collect” by inviting me to dinner at his place, and in a deliberate effort to distract him, I spilled the red wine from the glass I was holding onto his white sofa and white carpet. Although he was far from pleased, I was none the worse for it. Thinking back, I don’t know what the “Me-Too” Movement in the US now would have thought of it, whether they would have considered it sexual harassment regardless of how little or how much a role the woman played in such encounters. In any case, I was quite confident that I knew the limits and felt that I always had control of the situation. Perhaps I was simply lucky.

			On another occasion, a superior told me he was a member of NATO—No Action Touch Only. I retorted that I too was a member of NATO—No Action Talk Only. These little jibes would continue, more talk indeed but really no touch and no action. I was not conscious of it as sexual harassment, instead I simply thought it was one of the rules of the game, play them as far as you can, and get on with your job.

			It was not until I taught at the business school in the 1980s, whilst I was already in my thirties, that I became fully aware of issues faced by career women in the Philippines. I had previously thought that as holders of the family purse string, Filipinas were capable, and even possibly, the dominant partner in marriage. It was only whilst interviewing our research project’s women respondents that I lost my innocence—with all the gallantry of Filipino men, things apparently were not what they seemed. In due course, I realised that I myself was facing similar issues to those of our respondents!

			I had wanted to study the ways Asian family firms professionalised, documenting those firms that had grown in size and had adopted bureaucratic procedures successfully. I had submitted a research proposal for funding at the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA). Their feedback: they liked the methodology but could I use it on successful career women instead? I initially resisted—Southeast Asian women, I asserted, were not like those in the West. We were already liberated!

			Persuaded by the dean, however, I eventually, reluctantly consented. And so was born the project called Women Managers in Business Organisations (WMBO) conducted in the five Southeast Asian countries of Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand— the original members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations or ASEAN.

			My staff and I organised surveys across these five countries and interviewed approximately forty of the most senior women managers we could find. They included women from two sectors: corporate management and entrepreneurship. The eventual aim of the project was to identify success factors and to incorporate them in the design of workshops for women managers. We were to write teaching cases based on the career management of these successful women, and then test run them in the conduct of workshops targeted at their more junior colleagues. The five-year phased project was then supposed to downstream the design of and tools for these workshops through different business schools in these five countries.

			We later decided to separate corporate women from women entrepreneurs because their career experiences significantly diverged, with corporate women holding the short end of the stick. It seemed the colour of money knows no gender, so do family contacts, and we had some of the biggest women entrepreneurs in Southeast Asia who had not experienced the difficulties of their corporate sisters. We henceforth decided to focus on professional corporate women managers.

			It was a period of sensitisation for me. The sacrifices made by these ambitious corporate women— their problems of balancing career and family life especially when their husbands were not fully supportive, their lack of mentorship opportunities in a male world where they were excluded—resonated with me and opened a new vista. I became aware of my own situation. I was one of only four female faculty members out of almost forty when I was recruited in 1980 as Associate Professor Level 1—still only a mid-level position. (Later a fifth woman who had been working in research was added to the teaching staff, and in a short period was promoted one rung higher than my rank, and I was made to report to her instead of to my old male boss for what I thought were political reasons.) At around the same time, another woman was denied tenure reportedly because it was deemed unacceptable that she had to leave at four o’clock to pick up her child from school. Since the policy was “tenure or out”, she had to leave the business school. When my turn came, I waited for the tenure committee to assess my six years’ performance and let me know whether I had tenure or whether I was out. Until the time of my departure more than a year later, I had not heard from the tenure committee; I presumed this was because they did not know what to do with me.

			Still another woman faculty member found a niche by acting as a conduit between the students and higher management, passing on information about issues of importance to both groups, whilst filling the role of a mother-figure sounding board.

			We had regular faculty meetings and I wondered why, when I had provided what I thought was a really clever idea, it was never taken up by the group. It was as if I hadn’t said anything. I started thinking that perhaps I wasn’t so clever after all until, during one meeting, exactly the same idea was proposed a couple of minutes later by a well-liked male colleague and a long, lively discussion ensued. I also noticed that none of the other women faculty joined in these discussions, but instead sat silently in some corner. After that observation I, too, kept quiet, and often joined these women to have lunch at the faculty lounge instead of the faculty dining room where the men ate. On the one hand, this closed an important channel of information on the goings-on at the school. On the other hand, it spared us the pressure of having to laugh at the sexual jokes of our bosses.

			Possibly the most insidious experience I had—I even have a term for it—is called the “queen bee” syndrome. Sometimes when the number of women in levels of managerial positions is low, destructive competition arises and women start defending their turf from would-be encroachers, i.e. from other women. This is especially true in the case of tokenism because women incumbents for these token positions feel insecure about their own capabilities. They keep their would-be competitors at bay by denying them access to necessary facilities, circulating false information, grabbing credit not due them, or, indeed, employing any other political manoeuvres that serve their purposes.

			In my own case, it didn’t help that I was considered aggressive, and that I was going it alone instead of forming alliances. I was telling my students that hard work and competence would get them up to middle management, but that they had to learn political skills if they wanted to go higher. Yet I wasn’t following my own advice. Finally, after three years into the project, I quit. I followed my father’s advice not to “put up with such nonsense” and that if I were willing to work hard I should work for myself. He was correct, of course. Needing a great deal of autonomy, I realised that I was not cut out for organisational life and, consequently, did much better on my own.

			Nevertheless, one of my last shreds of comfort before departing was, however, that my achievements seemed to have been finally acknowledged by management. Heretofore overlooked was the fact that I was consistently getting one of the top third in student forced rankings, an important indicator for faculty performance appraisal. Additionally—and not as easily overlooked—was the project’s visibility in the media: it was one of the first of its kind in Southeast Asia. Previous studies were focused on women-in-development—such as the poor and the physically abused women, their tasks in agricultural settings, and their participation in the labour force. WMBO was instead concerned with women in leadership positions. We were in the papers and magazines across the region, thanks mainly to the prominent women managers who were included in our project. We organised a well-attended international conference and were surprised at the interest it generated. Later, we created an NGO called Women for Women (WOW) Foundation with highly visible women in the ASEAN region as members. An audience with President Corazon Aquino added a badge of prestige to this fledgeling organisation . WOW’s aim wasmentorship for women by women. We had thought one key obstacle to the ad vanceme nt of w omen was lack of mentorship, but that once women who had “made it” learned to mentor and to train other women, a multiplier effect would create a critical mass among women corpo rate managers , doing away with tokenism and “queen bee ” syndromes. 13

			It was some form of outside recognition that hinted at what could have been a turning of the tables for me. During one of my last days at the institute, at the time when the Philippines was having a highly tumultuous military coup, I proposed that the best way forward was for us to transfer to Singapore. I was surprised when my remarks were not only recognised but taken seriously. The school president answered that he didn’t know how other faculty members felt, but the Philippines was his home and he would never leave his country. I smiled to myself. Ah, the sweetness of little victories!

			A year or so after then, I was deciding on whether to leave for Nanyang University in Singapore where I was offered a similar job or for London to follow my husband. Sadly, I later heard that after I left, neither the WMBO project nor the WOW Foundation survived. The good news is that I also heard there have since been several women deans.

			I, a Woman

			What does being a woman mean to me? As a woman working in an organisation headed by men, I had problems competing with them. Members of the WOW Foundation used to joke that women had to work twice as hard as men and be twice as smart; fortunately, we also agreed that was not a very hard thing to do.

			The years at the business school were arguably the time in my life when I worked the hardest with the least At that time, I valued the latter even more. The frustrations I felt, however, were also an opportunity for me to learn that recognition was not essential for my self-fulfillment after all. My needs changed even as I myself changed. I discovered I loved being self-employed—relishing the flexibility and the autonomy it afforded me. It was a long journey but I finally came home to roost.

			With increased self-awareness, I am now able to go out into the Philippine world and observe as from the outside. If it is true that the Philippines was a matriarchy before the patriarchal colonists came, some four centuries of male-oriented rule have certainly taken a major toll on the role of women in Philippine society today. Although social class and family connections are even more important than gender in achieving career success, collectively, Filipinas as elsewhere still suffer overt discrimination. I must have been aware of this even then, but I accepted and worked around it. For example, I would insist that my husband accompany me whenever I had a major problem at the school in order to show to my superiors that I had my husband’s support. It helped that they regarded him as a figure of authority working in a large, prestigious organisation.

			Nowadays, I am pleased to observe that within family firms, even though males are still favoured over females, in cases where the woman is considered more competent, it is not unusual that she, not her brother, succeed their father to become de-facto top honcho. Filipinos are, after all, still a practical people.

			I am currently a member of a golf club in Manila. There are only about a dozen of us women out of some 500 or so members. (Most of the other regular women players are spouses, having partial rights.) The club is elitist with a deep sense of hierarchy and a steep power structure, constituting a microcosm of Philippine society. Early on, my husband had cautioned me to simply play and keep my head down. Following that advice, I have not run into any significant problems. I mostly play alone, except during the once-a-year big tournament when I can invite a partner—in the hope we could at least win some of the beautiful raffle prizes.

			In these competitions, two large balls are sunk into the ground to demarcate the place where all participants should tee off. This includes us female participants. It is possible that some women could be as physically strong as men, especially against the older male members of the club, but as far as I know, there has never been a woman who has made a hole-in-one (usually awarded by a brand new car!), let alone being amongst the winners of the competition. When I mentioned to a board member of the club that it was not fair that women are made to start from the same tee as the men, he answered that we ladies should simply play and enjoy ourselves. Of course I don’t know whether this was discrimination against women or against minority members, or possibly both. At any rate, I finally wrote a letter addressed to the tournament committee proposing that we female members only pay half the tournament fee since we only have half the chance of winning any awards, if that. For whatever reason, the head of our ladies branch decided not to pass it on. Perhaps, she thought there was no sense in fighting a battle you know you cannot win. On the flip side, I have noted some advances made by women—one step at a time—especially as younger, less traditional men take over the reins of management.

			Be that as it may, it doesn’t take away from my sense of who I am. Perhaps it only comes with age and experience, but knowing and accepting who you are, you can stand tall and be at peace with yourself and with the world.

			Six

			Where Is Heaven? 
A Spiritual Quest

			… Then the Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands before they eat.” He answered them, … You hypocrites! Isaiah prophesied rightly about you when he said: ‘These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines human precepts’.

			Matthew 15:2-3,7-9 NRSVCE

			Manila, 2010

			The French philosopher Voltaire once said that if God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent Him. This is because, he reasons, humans are basically religious animals.

			Is God a human invention, simply a figment of our imagination because we need to believe? If we didn’t believe, how else could we explain the wonders of nature or the miracle of our lives? How else could we address our deepest fear, that after death, we—our consciousness, our memories—will cease to exist? Yet, judging from the universality of religious beliefs, perhaps this very need to believe is instilled in our genes by, yes, by the power of God. He has made us religious creatures so that indeed our hearts are restless until they rest in Him, to paraphrase Augustine of Hippo.

			This is the story of my internal journey, starting from trusting in simple articles of faith—obey the Church’s commandments, die a holy death, and you will go to heaven where you will have life everlasting—to where I am now, in some kind of a halfway house straddling belief and unbelief. Further, I ask myself, belief or unbelief in what? In the Roman Catholic Church? In institutional religion? Assuming that I believe in God, if I were to say that I am a Christian, does that mean that I have to believe that Jesus Christ is God incarnate? Or is it sufficient to believe that he was a good person who revolutionised the way we were taught to live our lives, and that, in order to be a Christian, it is enough to believe in and to follow his teachings? Additionally, assuming that I believe in a God who loves, how do I relate to this ineffable being unless I endow Him with anthropomorphic qualities similar to mine, albeit granting that unlike me, He is almighty and immutable?

			Why is it that I am beset by these questions, by the need to define my set of beliefs, when everybody I know can be divided into two camps: my Filipino friends who are content to go regularly to Mass, say their Hail Marys, believe in the teachings of the Church, and then attend to their daily lives with a sense of peace and righteousness; and my European friends who, while nominally Christians, are satisfied to push their religious and spiritual inclinations aside, happy with living completely secular lives? To mask my discomfort, I do whatever they do whenever I can, and keep my mouth shut. Now, I want to tell on me as I really am.

			Growing up in a small town during the 1950s and 1960s, I came from a family with a father of uncertain faith and a mother who observed all the Roman Catholic rites, if only casually. As one could easily see, mine was not a very religious family. Among my early memories were about attending Mass on Sundays. To my young mind, Church was a cavernous structure, crowded and stiflingly hot, with the priest far away, resplendent in his colourful garments, muttering words I couldn’t understand. I would stand on the pew in my itchy Sunday best, trying not to make a sound lest I got the flesh-biting pinch from my mother. I would be waiting and waiting, it seemed forever, for the magical words, “Ite Missa Est”.

			Then, there were the processions during Holy Week. As one of the prominent families in our town, we contributed our Sta Veronica. This was a beautiful, larger-than-life-sized icon of the saint with delicate Nordic features, tears streaming down her cheeks as she held a kerchief with the imprint of the bloody face of Christ. She stood on a pedestal perched over an octagonal carosa (float), profusely decorated with artificial flowers, ablaze in lights powered by a portable generator. My extended family and I walked in procession beside our carosa. Here and there were capellas, each decorated with similar artificial flowers and smaller icons, and we genuflected each time we passed one. I mostly remember the hours of punishing summer heat mixed with noise and dust.

			During my First Confession at age seven, my mother wrote down my sins and had me practise reading them aloud so I could have something to tell the priest. Most of them were about being quarrelsome and disobedient, climbing trees and playing in the rain.

			When I was ten years old, I transferred from a government school in our town to a small Spanish convent school some thirty kilometres away. My two older sisters were already in Manila, being educated to be true colegialas (elite, convent-bread girls). However, my own stint in the Spanish colegio was not very successful as I fought with everyone, so the next year I was transferred again to another convent school, only recently established and ran by German Benedictine nuns. There I was to live for the next six years, and in the process, converted from a wild heathen into a pious, God-fearing, or more precisely, hell-fearing devotee.

			How this transformation happened was a model of missionary zeal. Some twenty-four of us who resided at school lived in the dormitory occupying the floor directly on top of the chapel. Although the wake-up bell rang only at six o’clock each morning, I could hear the faint chanting of the nuns as early as four-thirty. By six-forty-five, we would be joining them in saying the rosary. At around seven o’clock, the school pick-up would grind to a stop right by the chapel window to signal the arrival of the priest. Holy Mass would start immediately, with us girls seated in front and the nuns at the back. I, and probably the others as well, could sense their eyes directly on us, watching every move we made. For that reason, I would carefully fold my hands in prayer and sing the requisite hymns. Then, Communion time would come, and woe befell anyone who dared not receive Holy Communion. We would be subjected to an interrogation after Mass. Why was it that we didn’t receive Communion? Could it be that we hadn’t gone to Confession?

			I myself diligently went to Confession at least once a week—if not at school, then on Saturdays when I went home for the weekend. Unfortunately, I frequently committed a “mortal sin” before my next opportunity to confess.14—for example, an unbidden “bad” thought had entered my mind As if I wasn’t anxious enough thinking I could go to hell if I died in the state of sin, I had the added horror of knowing the grilling would come. Once or twice, I was tempted to simply go and receive Communion—the nuns would not have been any wiser. But God would have known, and that would have been yet another mortal sin. No, committing the sin of sacrilege was never an option. Far better to look down at your feet in shame.

			The alternative was hell! What stands out most of all in the memory of my adolescent years was how I developed a highly scrupulous conscience with an obsession to go to Confession because of my overwhelming fear of hell. This fear would make me sometimes break out in a cold sweat, one of the purgatories on earth that I endured.

			In a three-day closed retreat I attended when I was about thirteen, Father Hurley, a good-looking Irish priest, gave us a graphic rendition of hell that beat Dante Alighieri’s account of it. It was perhaps this constant fear of hell, even more than the desire to go to heaven, which turned me into a model Catholic. Thus, when the bishop decreed that whoever went to ballet school committed a mortal sin, I immediately stopped my dancing lessons. When he issued a warning against wearing trousers, I threw away all my fashionable toreadors. And when he said anyone attending the University of the Philippines—a haven for atheists and communists—would be excommunicated, I resisted my U.P. alumnus father’s suasions. Instead, I attended university at another convent school— this time ran by American nuns.

			What did being a good Catholic mean then, as now? I remember the magical elements of Catholicism to which I fully subscribed: if you wore Our Lady’s scapular, the Blessed Virgin promises you would die in a state of grace; if you attended Mass for seven consecutive first Fridays, you would be assured of going to heaven. I also tried reciting novenas. There were special novenas to particular saints for all sorts of earthly maladies: to St Anthony if you lost something, to St. Joseph if you wanted a good husband, and to St Jude if you had a hopeless case. Pilgrimages were especially attractive because aside from gaining indulgences, you also had the fun of travelling. So, when I was seventeen, I persuaded my mother to allow me to join a group on a European tour, which included pilgrimages to Fatima and Lourdes. Whist in Lourdes, we dutifully submerged ourselves in the healing waters of its pools, and joined the other pilgrims in supplication at the grotto where our Lady appeared to St Bernadette.

			I cannot pinpoint the time when trust became less simple and I began questioning the rationality of my faith. I don’t know if it was my relocation to America or perhaps to Europe, which slowly changed my perspectives. I became less trusting.

			I read psychology at a non-sectarian university in New York City and became increasingly exposed to ideas of rationality. No, one was not supposed to accept things at face value. As a student of science, I was even supposed to question assumptions. Theories could be proven or disproven only through hard evidence. I became more concerned with hypotheses testing, the adequacy of my sampling techniques, and the rigour of my statistics. I remember an incident at the beginning of one semester when a classmate strayed into the wrong class. When he finally found us, our teacher exclaimed, “Oh, you went to room such-and-such. They are clinicians over there—artists.” The implication, of course, was that clinical psychologists were mere artists, but we behaviourists were scientists, i.e. we scientists were thumbing our noses at artists. As someone with a rather “artistic” bent, including a tendency to do messy research, I became more anxious to subscribe to the ethos of my group. From here, it was a small step to equating facts with truth. Thus, by the time I moved to Europe, I was open to European secularism.

			Secular Europe does not so much question the existence of God as make Him irrelevant to their daily lives. My husband was nominally a Catholic. He came from a small university town called Münster in northwestern Germany, the subject of the joke that goes “Rome–Paderborn–Münster” to mean “Black–Blacker–Blackest”. Until the recent migrations, about 90% of the citizens of the community were fervent Catholics. Indeed, they have a beautiful cathedral, destroyed by the British during World War II, but now completely rebuilt in all its splendour. They pride themselves in the fact that their bishop, protected by his parishioners, was one of the few who openly preached against Hitler.

			Shortly before eleven o’clock each Sunday morning, my husband would dress up for church. When I once asked why he was so religious every time he was home, he laughed. It was tradition. He and his friends looked forward to going to Sunday Mass because they thought of it as going to a free concert. They listened to a beautiful Bach and a powerful organ, the sound of which rose up to the heavens, or at least to the top of the cathedral’s restored Gothic steeple. Bach was their prayer, he said. As an added bonus, the men would then congregate in the nearest kneipe with their schnapps and beer whilst the women retired to the nearest cafe for their coffee and cake.

			I cannot blame my husband and his friends for secularising the most fundamental of all Catholic rituals. Europe was subjected to years and years of religious wars—internecine strife caused by the belief that one’s religion was the one true religion. Even within the same religion, one’s theology was the one true theology; and as though this were not enough, then went on to persecute those who did not share their own set of beliefs. Perhaps it is this particular history that made my husband and his friends wary about religious dogmatism.

			Or, possibly, it was the evolution of European thought. When first introduced in Rome, Catholicism—or simply Christianity as it was called before the emergence of various Christian sects—was obsessed with dogmas. In order to unite the warring Christian factions, a set of dogmas known as the Nicene Creed (later transformed into the Apostles Creed) was finally summarised in AD 325. The Roman Emperor Constantine promulgated that anyone who wanted to call themselves Christian must believe in the Nicene Creed. Thus, when Christian Rome shared its religion with the Western world through the arrival of “barbarians”, and disseminated it through its citizens exiting both Rome and Constantinople, the second Rome, the Nicene Creed went with it.

			It was not until the 18th century, with the advent of the new philosophies of the Enlightenment, that the European mind started to question these basic tenets. Since then, it has never looked back. When the promulgations from Rome, or now the Vatican, do not mesh with their notion of moral rectitude, many Europeans simply brush them aside. (America too was born from the European ideals of rationality, with the one main difference that, their nation being new, Americans are more experimental. Unlike the Europeans with their deep sense of tradition, Americans are eager to try something new, to be easily discarded if and when it doesn’t work. This was further encouraged by the founding father’s promulgation of the separation of church and state, freeing Americans to pursue different religious paths.)

			Thus it was that my husband and his friends were very comfortable with their religious life, or rather their non-religious life. When we were together outside Münster, my husband could as easily go to church as not. When attending Mass—he thought he should set a good example for our son—he always received Communion, yet he never went to Confession. Confession, he said, was between him and his God, so why should he let another human being participate? This practice of picking and choosing which dogmas and practices to adopt was so common amongst European Catholics that it prompted his kababayan (countryman) Pope Benedict V, to call them “ à la carte Catholics”.

			What was good enough for my husband, however, isn’t quite good enough for me. I have never felt comfortable with my religion in the way he felt about his. Perhaps, it is because even though I matured in the West, I am basically a product of the East. I remember having been a great admirer of the behaviourist B.F. Skinner who reputedly bragged that if he were given a child before they were five years old, he could shape them to the kind of adult we wish them to be. Even as I embraced the rationality of the West, I could not shake loose my roots in the more mystical East. More than beliefs, I want to have faith.

			My first stirrings of doubt occurred when I was younger and too busy with the daily concerns of life to think much about Catholic dogmas and doctrines. Without too much introspection, I diligently went to Sunday Mass, although I increasingly noticed that I did not feel refreshed by it. It was an obligation I wanted to fulfill and then dismiss. Unless the priest had an especially thought-provoking message during his sermon, it was becoming a waste of time, only justified by a sense of deliverance from an otherwise nagging feeling of guilt and fear.

			As I started to question my own Catholic upbringing, I went straight to the heart of the matter—the veracity of the Bible. I thought about biblical stories, applying the literal translations of my youth. Common sense would tell you that no matter how large an ark, it could not possibly accommodate two of every species of animal on earth. Such mysteries were partly solved for me when I started reading religious history, and understood how historical events can give birth to myths by which a people can live. Sticking to the historical Bible, I read about the great plagues that visited mankind from time to time and suffered by the people in Egypt around the time God slew every Egyptian first-born. That pressured the Pharaoh into allowing Moses and his people to leave. I read about the tsunami that occurred at about the time of the parting of the Red Sea. It seemed that biblical characters such as the vizier Joseph did indeed exist, along with the great kings Saul, David, and Solomon. Their lives have been documented in other sources aside from the Bible.

			My exploration of biblical history, however, was an intellectual pursuit lacking in emotional resonance. On the contrary, it simply raised new questions. When someone read a passage from the Book of Joshua during one Sunday Mass, I asked myself why we should emulate a man who committed genocide in order to populate the Promised Land solely by the Israelites, the supposed chosen people of God? Come to think of it, there seems to be nothing in common between the militant Yaweh and the compassionate Jesus of Nazareth. Why then include the Old Testament in the Bible, unless we want to call ourselves Judeo-Christian?.

			Lacking friends who asked the same questions, I was discouraged from further musings. I continued, however, to search for a more meaningful experience from Sunday Mass, which now became the focus of my religious practice. I was then residing in London within a ten–minute walk to two Catholic churches: Our Lady of Victories ran by the diocese, and Our Lady of Carmel ran by Carmelite priests. Every Sunday, I would go to one or the other depending on which schedule was convenient for me. One Sunday, I put paid to our Lady of Victories after listening to the priest rile over the injustices done by the Anglicans to the Catholics. This was a five-hundred-year-old grievance against Henry VIII and his successors who confiscated Church properties, including her beautiful churches and monasteries, and bestowed them to the Church of England that he had founded.

			Another sermon at Our Lady of Carmel I found even more offensive. The Anglicans had just passed a watershed decision: to ordain women priests. Now, some more progressive Catholics were instigating a similar reform for the Roman Catholic Church. The argument was that with the increasing difficulty of the Church to attract new vocations, it needed to take more practical measures by, like the Anglicans, recruiting women priests. As was my habit, I settled myself at one of the front pews, only to hear the priest from the pulpit thunder out his opposition. Women, he said, had no place in the priesthood. It was mandated by no less than Jesus Christ himself who only called on male apostles. I was so disgusted that I left in protest, click-clacking with my high-heeled shoes all the way out in the hope that my opposition would have registered on everyone.

			I sought a third church and found it this time in a chapel called Our Lady of the Assumption. I thought the sermons there were much more inspiring. My first time around, the priest talked about the weaknesses of the apostles—the impulsive Peter, the way the chosen twelve jockeyed for positions of favour—and ultimately how Christianity transformed them into moral giants. I later found out he was a teacher of theology and that made the chapel even more attractive to me. As he increasingly fraternised with his affluent, mostly French parishioners, however, I thought his sermons became rambling, the result of a lack of preparation due to too many parties. When I mentioned this to my more pious older brother, I was admonished that regardless of my suspicions about my pastor’s social activities, I should hear Mass because of God and not because of any particular priest. This was of small consolation to me.

			My first inclination was to look for yet another church, but of course I realised this was not the solution. It was only much later that I was able to articulate this nagging feeling of unease, a feeling, which I have since learned is shared by many. Could it be that the Roman Catholic Church has fallen into a time warp? In the name of immutability, has it become obsolete and anachronistic, no longer responsive to the needs of its people? At the same time, it demands unquestioning obedience, much more suited to the time when its parishioners were uneducated and uninformed.

			I was already seriously asking these questions when I came back to the Philippines in 2004. If anything, I found the country even more religious than when I left, if not more spiritual. Outside people’s homes, reliefs of Mama Mary were ubiquitous. Personal notes, text messages, public addresses were punctuated with religious references, reminiscent of European medieval practices, Old Spain transported into present-day Manila. I was surprised by these as I had always felt that my faith—and my relationship with my God—was a private affair and not something I wore on my sleeve or broadcast from the rooftops.

			Two of the greatest institutions in the country—shopping and attending Mass—are often performed simultaneously under the great, vaulted roofs of the malls, voices ringing with religious fervour and pop music playing in unison—the sacred and the profane in tandem. I found this uncomfortable, to say the least, considering my Western proclivities towards sequential activities in well-defined spaces. Nonetheless, I suspended passing judgment and sometimes went merrily along with my extended family to attend Sunday Mass at the shopping mall.

			My sister knew a visionary. She and her friends went with the woman around the country and witnessed the visionary fall into a trance before each apparition of the Virgin Mary. Whilst my sister and her companions were not similarly blessed, they witnessed the beads of blood coming out of the woman’s forehead and the stigmata on her hands and feet when in deep prayer. My sister would come home with golden dust that she had collected from the ground as it fell from above. I could not understand her experiences, but perhaps, I repeatedly told myself, I was not meant to understand but simply to accept her own sense of validity.

			My sister-in-law used to make a practice of giving me religious books and prayers for each birthday and Christmas, no doubt thinking of indulgences she could earn if she converted the only “unbeliever” in the family. My mother who, in her old age, had grown more religious, complemented these books with her own similar presents, as did friends who wanted to share their faith as part of their apostolic work. I received so many religious books that they formed a small library, not one of them read, not one resonating within me. On the contrary, I felt as though my personal space was being invaded, and I often could not help but feel annoyed over such presents.

			Yet, I envied the simple faith of my sister-in-law. Some time ago, she was diagnosed with breast cancer, which then metastasised, but I had never known a more courageous person. She attended endless healing Masses, countless audiences with Father Suarez and other healers, and continually asked her stream of friends for their healing prayers. Through it all, she seemed to have found an inner sense of peace, a simple faith and trust that, no matter what, God would take care of her. I could not help but feel that here was a true Christian, who through her serenity had lightened the burden of her lingering and debilitating illness, not only for herself but also for those around her. How did she do it? I could never imagine myself being able to carry such a burden.

			Simple faith is indeed a gift, or is it our own choosing? I sometimes wish I could go back to the innocence of my youth, when my religion was more magical, and my spiritual life could be reduced to recipes for salvation. But having eaten of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge through exposure to varied rationalistic ideas, I know I cannot go back, only forward. I must tread my own winding path.

			To sum up an article I recently read: religious leaders once thought that it was literacy that was essential to the understanding of the Scriptures, but possibly Christianity is instead about mysticism, and that the more we reason, the less we understand. Like music, religion is not to be understood but, rather, to be experienced. Is that the reason, I ask myself, why the great world religions were all born in the East—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—as well as such other transcendental faiths as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism? They are all products of a more mystical existence. The Bible itself is an Oriental book. Is it the Eastern sensibility that can more easily suspend the need and desire to understand? Lacking mysticism, exacerbated by the rationalistic theories of the Enlightenment, many of my friends from the West seem unable to identify with Eastern rituals.

			Momentarily, my winding path does not include going to Sunday Mass. I am still looking for a messenger from God who can guide me spiritually, who, from the vantage point of the pulpit, will tell his parishioners what the Biblical story of Noah and the Ark means for a Christian. From Jesus’s parables, what are the lessons I could learn if I wanted to lead a good life? Instead, I often hear only abstract platitudes. Meantime, I am being kept away from Sunday church by the crowds and the heat.

			Friends ask, why should I be so lacking in faith? Was it a prayer at a time of crisis that went unanswered? On the contrary, I have sensed the presence of God, especially when I needed Him most. I once read that fear is the strongest of all human emotions. As a naturally fearful person whose many anxieties run from cancer phobia to fear of flying, I can cite occasions when I was gripped by fear and felt God sitting beside me. During my career years, I had to travel frequently, and had experiences from engine failures to turbulence so strong the aircraft rocked like a toy being tossed in whichever way. I imagined a giant pair of Hands keeping the airplane within His palm, and I felt safe. When faced with uncertain diagnoses about a possible major illness, especially cancer, I prayed a silent prayer and a little voice from inside me whispered that everything would be okay. These experiences reinforce my faith in a good God. Perhaps that is what is meant by religion being experienced rather than understood.

			There is, however, a spiritual thirst that remains in me. To quench that thirst, I need to reconcile two forces: on the one hand, the need to believe using Western rationalistic principles, and on the other hand, the intuitive impulse to have the unquestioning faith of the mystical East. I now have to negotiate these two elements into a single guiding principle for my life. The gaping hole has to be filled with new rituals or new meanings to old rituals.

			I think it does not matter whether Jesus of Nazareth is God incarnate or whether he was an exceptional human being, or a prophet, or a man who became God. I find the historical Jesus very attractive. Here was one person who preached love and forgiveness over justice, who understood the weak, and who knew suffering. Jesus, according to the Gnostic writers, showed us He had to die in order to free the Divine Spark from the prison of the body. This Divine Spark can then join the ineffable Godhead. In one sense, we all have the Divine Spark within us, and we all have to die in order to release that Divine Spark from the prison of the body. This is the message of Easter that I find most appealing.

			From my many years of meanderings, I have learned that God can be seen in many ways. For me, that search has been a lonely process. I have tried transactional prayers, especially in moments of crisis. I have tried meditative prayers when I simply sit and breathe the breath of God. I have tried to look for God in another person’s face. Through these, I have caught a glimpse of His Presence. I do know that He is not the God of my youth, nor the God of my husband, nor of my sister-in-law. I see Him, darkly. His image is still a bit out of focus, and I realise I have to adjust my lenses.

			As I get older and experience increasing aches and pains, I reach out for the notion of immortality. Like many others, I want to leave a footprint behind, but more importantly, I want to take with me the promise of Easter. I recall a Buddhist story written by Elaine MacInnes that I read not too long ago. It is the story of a salt doll. It goes like this:

			 

			There was a salt doll who lived in the mountains. She was a curious little doll and loved to travel and explore. One day, she decided to embark on a long journey. She wandered through hills and dales, visiting new places and enjoying all kinds of adventures. Then, she came to a spot she had never seen before. It was the edge of the sea. She was fascinated by the surging mass of water.

			“What are you?” she asked.

			“Touch me, and you will find out,” the sea replied.

			So the little salt doll dipped her toe into the sea. It felt so good! But when she withdrew her toe, it was no longer there!

			“What have you done to me?” she cried.

			“You have given something of yourself in order to know,” answered the sea.

			The little doll remembered the lovely feeling and was curious, so she dipped her foot. When she withdrew her foot, however, it was no longer there. In some inexplicable way, she felt very good about it. So she continued going further and further into the sea, losing more and more of herself, all the while knowing the sea more deeply.

			As the wave broke over the last bit of her, the salt doll was able to cry out, “Now I know what the sea is. It is I!”

			 

			The little doll discovered that she had indeed gained the promise of immortality. However, immortality requires the loss of our ego. Only with the detachment from the ego will we find heaven.

			London, 2017

			Seven years on, I was still grappling with the same questions, although initially, these had been relegated to the back of my mind as I enjoyed the easy life in Manila. Later in that period, however, a series of watershed events would change my life irrevocably.

			The years immediately after my 2004 return to the Philippines were perhaps the most tranquil of my life. When I hosted my 60th birthday party in 2007 with 60 guest-witnesses, I was indeed thankful for my many blessings. Everything seemed to have coalesced and fallen into place. I felt totally free to embark on a new chapter to my life, to develop new interests, meet new friends, see new places and, perhaps, even have enough time finally to write.

			I took stock of my income and assets and concluded that I was after all comfortably financially independent, and will probably be for the rest of my life. I should never have to have financial insecurities again. Up to that time, I didn’t feel financially stable working as an independent consultant, and had been too concerned with balancing my day-to-day earnings and expenditures to look at the bigger picture. However, it seemed that I had made some very lucrative investments whilst in London and these were now paying off with enough cash to retire, if not in luxury, certainly in comfort.15 The sense of freedom was exhilarating!

			In Manila, I bought a beautiful and spacious home directly facing a golf course in a good location, with a weekend cottage in the cooler hillside town of Tagaytay—some ninety minutes’ drive away. I enjoyed playing golf whenever I had some free time, either by myself or with others. I initiated new activities in a social club where I had become a member, and joined the company of ladies who lunched. My previous major irritant—the Filipinos’ inefficiency and what I thought was their lackadaisical attitude towards work—was more tolerable now that I was generally retired and not as concerned about productivity.

			My son Paul seemed to be doing fine as well, first at Harrow Boarding School, then at Bath University in the UK, majoring in international management and modern languages. We talked to each other weekly. He always seemed happy when I called. Even my stormy marriage seemed to have stabilised. My husband Klaus, living in Germany and myself in Manila, developed a closer relationship long distance than when we lived together. Indeed, the telephone is a wonderful invention! We would joke—absence makes the heart grow fonder. We both looked forward to these regular calls, and as mentioned earlier, two or three times a year, during school breaks, the family got together for a holiday.

			I also got along better with my family of orientation, even though I thought I had little in common with them. We frequently had inter-generational family reunions, headed by my mother who financed all the gatherings and trips attended by my siblings and their respective families, some thirty-six people altogether. I would join them whenever I was in town, although I would still often miss my father who died in 1987, as he was the one I loved the most.

			Importantly, I was healthy as far as I knew, except for a few anxiety-provoking false alarms. Anxiety was not new to me—I had previously been diagnosed with generalised anxiety disorder (GAD). The major reason I came back to the Philippines was for the emotional support of my brother and in general for the warmth and friendliness of the Filipinos, something I had sorely missed in England. Previously, I had lived alone in Buckinghamshire where I was totally isolated. It was thus in Manila where I lost most of my fears—fear of flying, fear of being alone in the night, fear of public speaking, fear of anything that crawled—real or imagined. I even toyed with the idea of stopping my medications. This, I surmised, was as good as it could get. I, who always thought my cup was half-empty, now told myself it was more than half-full. But this was merely the calm before the storm. In only a couple of years, I would face life-changing challenges.

			My mother died suddenly and, as is usual in the Philippines, there were a number of unresolved issues within the family, which led to some deep resentments on my part. To overcome this, I went back to “talk therapy”. It was in the talking through of painful events, as much as the passage of time, that I learned to accept cultural differences. I decided these issues should not break the bonds I had formed with my siblings over the years.

			Meanwhile, in England, Paul said he couldn’t find a job in recessionary Europe and decided to go back to university to take up a graduate course on engineering management, but I later discovered he spent the whole year simply socialising! After I persuaded him to come home to Manila to train, this time for hotel management, he immediately got involved in a passionate and flagrantly impossible romantic relationship.

			Then, Klaus, who had been sickly, fell seriously ill and I found myself constantly flying to and from Germany. Aside from my difficulties with the court-appointed guardian, it was very sad and terribly frustrating to feel there was little I could do except watch him suffer whilst being given what I considered sub-standard care. In a small community like Münster, I could not even converse with people involved in his case as they didn’t speak enough English and I even less German.

			Klaus died after three years. Knowing that more than a hundred billion people had already lived and died before him didn’t ease the pain. Then, a few months later, in October 2016, I was diagnosed with breast cancer: I who had cancer-phobia, who had wondered how cancer victims could bear the burden! The difficult months ahead were when I found my personal God, my spirituality, and my true religion. It seemed all those years behind, I had been barking up the wrong tree. I remembered St Augustine’s prayer:

			 

			You called and cried, and burst my deafness.

			You gleamed and glowed, and dispelled my blindness.

			You touched me and I burned for your peace.

			 

			How do you describe a fear that totally immobilises you; then, in your desperation, feeling there is Someone there, sitting beside you? During my long days of treatment, as I watched myself being constantly wheeled into a suffocating tube, forbidden to move, I felt Him holding my hand. Whilst in prayer, He whispered the answers to my questions.

			Then came another anxiety creeping up within me—that if and when the going got better, and the tearful pleas were heard, that I might forget all the promises I had made and might, once again, lapse back into my former self. Perhaps I need not have worried, because faith, like love, is not a sustainable passion but is, rather, a commitment. You trust because you choose to. Then you develop a set of beliefs and practices that nurture this trust. These need not coincide with formally organised beliefs and practices, but they are yours. They are your truths.

			Back in 2010, I thought that I needed to adjust my lenses in order to see God more clearly, but didn’t know how. Now I see that bereavement, and my experience with cancer, had taught me the way. Trials and suffering are the cleansing fluids of our foggy lenses. They either break those lenses or make them sturdier. In my case, my lenses became more focused, giving me a personal map I had not travelled with before.

			My first conclusion was that belief and faith are not the same. Belief is a faculty of the intellect. Faith is a faculty of the heart, of the soul, even. Your mind can be fickle or stubborn, lazy, or overly critical. Faith is the trust that you have. My model, St Therese of Lisieux, described it as the complete abandonment of the child as it sleeps in the crook of its father’s arm. You can have faith without clarity in your beliefs. In my case, I found that I can trust without having to believe in some of the organised Church’s doctrines and dogmas, and that in spite of my doubts, or perhaps because of them, I can lead a more meaningful spiritual life. This is not true the other way around, for belief is meaningless if it is not accompanied by trust. You can believe but not care.

			My clearer lenses showed me the essence of Christianity and I am now comfortably trying to weave my life around it. I had thought I was an agnostic because I had all those questions about beliefs, but I also thought I was spiritual, simply because those questions were very important to me. The nuns who taught me catechism would blush if they heard some of these questions. Did Jesus of Nazareth literally rise from the dead? I didn’t and still don’t know for sure. This is the most basic tenet of Christianity: the belief in the Resurrection. Easter is the most significant day in the Christian calendar. However, does the Resurrection mean literally rising from the dead? How important is it to believe that Jesus of Nazareth factually turned water into wine, raised the dead, and walked on water? I don’t have the certitude of the belief systems most of my Filipino Catholic friends hold. But I now remember what I had read somewhere—that doubt is good. It keeps you from being suffocated by absolute certainty. Moreover, holding the “right” beliefs is not necessary in order to be a good Catholic. In fact, such attachment to a set of irreducible beliefs can lead to fundamentalism, and thus to rejecting those who don’t share the same creeds.

			There is no need to believe as I had written in 2010. Faith is sufficient to satisfy my yearnings. What is necessary is to behave, to behave in a way taught to us not by the historical Jesus of Nazareth—we don’t know him—but by Christ in the Bible, a book which I now believe is not history but allegory and myths to live by. Whilst my new personal religion does not include some of the teachings of the institutional Church, it has given me answers. I am encouraged to learn that Pope Francis has likewise emphasised Christian practices over Catholic dogmas. The leader of the institution of the Catholic Church says I am acceptable to the Church and that is enough assurance for me.

			I attend Mass in a small chapel in the building where I live, part of the diocese of Taguig City in Metro Manila. Very recently, I listened to the priest in his sermon say that he had heard from one of his parishioners a comment that was against an important dogma of the church, and that he (the priest) was tempted to tell him (the parishioner) outright that he should be ashamed to call himself a Catholic. In the past, I would have felt uneasy, perhaps even a bit guilty over the fact that I could sympathise with his parishioner. Now I only felt lonely, because I knew that I was possibly one of the few, if any, amongst those participating at Mass who would have disagreed with him.

			I once approached our priest, offering to help fund a financially needy seminarian in the selfish hope that perhaps I would get to know someone with whom I could share my thoughts. I was surprised by his reply, “Don’t help the smart ones, they have the tendency to leave.” Why, I thought, has the Church anathematised critical thinking?

			That said, I am reminded that the Bible says, “Whenever there are two or three gathered together in My name, there am I in the midst of them.” Is it in order to instill some commonality in this community of believers that the Church teaches us to believe in her many doctrines and dogmas without condition? The early Christians lived communally. They formed strong social bonds. Yet, even then, they had a variety of beliefs. The Arians believed that God the Son was not God in the same way that God the Father was. The Nestorians believed that Jesus Christ had two distinctly different natures in two persons—the divine and the human—albeit in one body. It was only later that, in order to unite the community under one belief system, the political winners of the various Church councils established their arcane orthodoxies, and their fellow Christians who held “heretical” beliefs were persecuted.

			Now that I have decided that Christianity does not require absolute knowledge and certainty in beliefs, but only a trust and a wager in God’s love, my job has been simplified. I have to search for like-minded friends, to find a Christian community where I might belong. So far, this circle is limited to writers of books I read, Elaine Pagels, Karen Armstrong, and James Carroll, to name but a few. However, I also appreciate the friendships of the small community who attend regular Mass at our chapel.

			I think back and am reminded that with all my promises to God during those difficult months after I was diagnosed, I never said I would believe without question whatever the Catholic Church told me. I never promised to obey all its teachings. Jesuit priests often say that obedience is a virtue of humility, but is this obedience without question? There must be some other way to practise humility. We are all different, with different experiences and different personal histories.

			Going back to what I first wrote in 2010, I now realise that my confusion then had been the result of previous, discrete elements of conditioning that had not been glued together into proper insights, rather like a mixed salad without a dressing. I could not reconcile mystical experiences with rational thought—in other words, the Eastern and the Western parts of me.

			For example, the organised Church’s timeline, founded in the East, maturing mostly in the West, reflected the realities of the particular place and time during the various periods of its growth. The Muslim invasions of the 7th century drove a wedge between the East and the West, isolating the West from Eastern influences, (and of course, vice versa, as the East was isolated from the flowering of Western thought in later centuries). Through various historical accidents and political expediencies during the Western Medieval Age, many dogmas were hammered out—dogmas that must be obeyed, often reflecting the moral vision of wise leaders then, albeit people of their place and time. This was the case even as Christianity split into different orthodoxies: Rome against Constantinople. The Latin Church went its own way but split again into different denominations during the Reformation and beyond. By the time of the Enlightenment period, many Western intellectuals considered what was outside reason mere superstition. These “superstitions” often included the mystical experiences of the East.

			What we have today is an amalgam of this moral heritage amidst the cultural norms of our age. In my ruminations, I was sometimes tempted to think that the institution of the Catholic Church corrupted the message of Christianity, what with its avaricious popes, pious but unjust kings, brutal defenders of the Faith, and more recently, paedophile priests and their protectors within the hierarchy of the Church. Perhaps the organised Church did corrupt Christianity, and perhaps not. What I feel is that the Church is a human institution, subject to human strengths and frailties. It may be flawed but we need institutions in order to form communities, and we need communities to keep us from isolation. Without communities, religious impulses alone are not sufficient to give us meaningful lives.

			Moreover, I am not capable enough to develop a coherent worldview, so I must attach myself to traditions that have evolved through the centuries, incorporating the thoughts of great peoples far smarter than me. I must search for that authority, that institution, which teaches what best resonates within myself.

			I tried attending an Anglican Church, then a Presbyterian Church, and a mega-Church of the born-again, amongst others. I discovered that all these Christian Churches are preaching basically the same message: they all teach us to love God and our neighbour. As I was born a Roman Catholic, and if Catholicism is just as good as any other Christian sect, why not remain one? No, contrary to what the priest in my parish said, I am not ashamed to call myself a practising Catholic. It is part of my identity.

			This begs the question—what do I believe in? After all, your beliefs are how you make sense of your life. I am reminded of some of my readings.

			The Bible represents the visions of the God worshipped by ancient Israelites and Jews, and early Christians. Many of these writings are complementary, but at times, passages we read can also be contradictory, including passages in the four canonical gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John. More broadly, the Old Testament has a warrior God, the New Testament a peace-loving God. These to me simply reflect the spiritual needs of the times; Yaweh, for example, fitted the conception of morality among the powerless Jews who needed deliverance. They were denied their homeland, and oppressed by a succession of conquerors. By the time of Augustus in the 1st century AD, there was general peace—Pax Romana—despite the intermittent persecution of Christians, starting in the time of Nero in AD 64, through Diocletian in the beginning of the 4th century, and ending soon after, when Constantine ascended to the throne. The New Testament has thus a more peace-loving God.

			Yet, violence was always never far behind—from genocidal wars to the gladiatorial games. The Holy Mass, as it celebrates the life of Jesus Christ and his sacrificial death, is also a reminder and a resolution of the violence inherent in the human race. Our propensity to violence is in our DNA, ingrained there through hundreds of thousands of years when we survived by hunting and gathering—scientists now believe homo sapiens already existed some 300,000 years ago. Christ as a victim of violence is recreated every time we attend Mass, with bread and wine transubstantiated into his mystical body and blood, which he enjoins us to eat and drink. Instead of denying the existence of violence, he channels this proclivity to do harm to our fellowmen by teaching us acts of forgiveness and mercy.

			No one knows for certain who wrote the New Testament, although possibly Greek-speaking literate followers and disciples of Jesus of Nazareth. By the end of the 4th century, twenty-seven books had been declared canonical. These have been passed on to us whilst the rest vanished into oblivion, that is, until relatively recent discoveries—in particular, the lost gospels found in Nag Hammadi, Egypt, in 1945. The most well-known of these so-called Gnostic Gospels is the Gospel of St. Thomas. These documents tell us that there were a number of other gospels apart from the four canonical gospels, reflecting the diversity of early Christian beliefs. As Christian orthodoxy was cobbled together in the succeeding centuries, however, those gospels not aligned with the beliefs of various Christian leaders were declared heretical and destroyed.

			Whilst some read the Bible based on its literal or historical meanings, I concentrate on its allegorical interpretations. The story of the flood and Noah’s ark is feasibly a myth to instruct us about destroying the old in order to start afresh and build something new. To quote Karen Armstrong, “the Bible is an inexhaustible text capable of yielding endlessly new meanings. However, it only comes to life when it is lived. It becomes sacred, endowed with significance independent of the original intent of its authors.”

			Similarly, we have our own interpretations, validated by our experiences, lived in our own time and place. It is our responsibility to look for and find our own spiritual and moral compass when studying the Bible, hopefully with the guidance of the institutional Church, but even without it. If this sounds too much like something that came out of the mouth of Martin Luther, the reason is that I found some of his words resonating within me.

			My earlier mistake was in searching for a “messenger from God”— a priest, perhaps, who from the pulpit would tell me what the story of Noah’s ark really means. Now I see that I have to discover its significance for myself, and reflect on how it can help me to live a good life. Christ simplifies the Church’s teachings for us: to love both God and our neighbour. We lead a good life through compassion and kindness; the true test of Christianity is charity.

			For me, the Christian spirit is not easy to practise. I need constant reminders lest I forget, because promises and commitments wane over time. I need to renew them regularly through rituals. Rituals and ceremonies remind me of the commitments I had made to God. They are the way I make concrete my thoughts, which are abstract and without form. External objects such as icons, ceremonies, and practices are often helpful because they focus my mind. However, the à la carte Catholic that I am, I find some of these rituals and ceremonies more helpful than others.

			Of all the rituals of the Church, the one that stands out for me, and which also gives me a great sense of community, is the ritual of the Holy Mass. I go to Mass as often as I can, every day if possible, first thing in the morning. Before I start my mundane tasks for the day, I like to take time out to reflect. Attending Mass gives me a constant assurance of divine love, the peace He promises me, and the reminders from the Gospel on how to lead a good life. It evokes in me a sense of gratitude for my many blessings. I like the singing of the hymns and other exercises of participation that I share with the other attendees. By the time the priest says, “The Mass is ended, go in peace,” I feel that my day has been blessed and I am now ready to start it with a sense of peace and purpose.

			Currently, I feel less comfortable with some other rituals. For instance, I don’t want to practice the Sacrament of Confession. It reminds me of the horrific anxieties I went through in my childhood. Likewise, I get lost saying the meditative prayer of the Holy Rosary. I am still searching for my mantra. Catholics are great devotees of Mary, but, hard as I try, I feel rather alienated from her. The Bible says very little about her, aside from the fact that she was the mother of Jesus of Nazareth. I ask myself about the dogmas related to the Virgin Mary, and it seems to me that the Church is obsessed with the perpetual virginity of Mary, so much so that “Virgin Mary” or “Blessed Virgin” has become one of the most popular epithets for the mother of God. (It is interesting to note that “virgin” in Greek or Hebrew may simply mean “young girl”.) To me this emphasis is lacking in substance, is even superficial. Living in the 21st century, with all of contemporary society’s moral ambiguities, I think there is a need for guidance towards more universal, more timeless and deeper virtues. Why, I ask myself, is the Church so particular about virginity when procreation through the sexual act is factually a law of nature? Does it mean that people who engage in lawful sex are then impure? What if the Church instead emphasised the role of Mary as, say, the protector of the sanctity of motherhood and the ideals of the family? Perhaps I could then be reminded of her every time I am concerned about my role as wife or mother.

			Even if the Bible says very little about Mary,16 I can surmise her humanity: a teen-aged girl surrenders to the will of her God without understanding too much what was happening. It was through her faith and constancy that Mary’s understanding would grow over the years. To further quote Augustine, “I thought I needed to understand in order to believe (have faith). Now I know I need to believe in order to understand.” What is essential, Augustine implies, is acceptance through self-surrender. Indeed, we can aspire for this by following Mary’s example.

			Another practice I cannot seem to adopt is reciting “novenas” to particular saints. The Church encourages us to make these devotional prayers to certain saints and, although I am sure this works for some, it unfortunately doesn’t for me. It is true that most saints lead exemplary lives and are great role models. Still, instead of imploring their assistance in order to reach God, taking a detour in order to reach Him, so to speak, I want to find a way to develop a hot line directly to Him. This is not to say that there are no saints whose lives I want to emulate. I admire my patron saint, Therese of Lisieux, because of her simplicity. She was a “little” person just like so many of us, serving God in little ways, yet she showed us it is not necessary to do “great” things. As the English poet John Milton writes, “They also serve who only sit and wait.” As a “little” person myself, St. Therese is my role model and I ask her to show me the way.

			The third practice that I question is the efficacy for myself of pilgrimages to holy places, especially as they involve a great investment of time and money beyond the affordability of many people. Places are declared “holy” by the Vatican because of supposedly bona fide miracles which happened there. But miracles are only events that contemporary science cannot explain. What to do, therefore, with the so-called apparitions in Lourdes and Fatima? 

			My mother, for instance, promised that if her prayers were answered, she would go to Lourdes on a regular basis. Thus, she would fly from Manila all the way to France to keep that vow year after year. It worked for her, but tried as I might whilst accompanying her on some of her visits to Lourdes, I could not find the same sense of spiritual fulfillment.

			On the other hand, for me, it is possibly all about process. I had written earlier about my recent trek of some 175 kilometres as a pilgrim to Santiago de Compostela—St. James’ resting place in northern Spain. In such an exercise, I don’t think much about miracles. Instead, I think about taking time out from my routine schedules for silent meditation—and in my case, to emerge myself in the ritual of walking. The rhythm of my steps helps quiet the mind and connects me to my spiritual self.

			Whilst I have now resolved some of the inconsistencies that bothered me when I first started writing this chapter back in 2010, I am still wondering why I was so concerned about these issues, even as my husband was content in leading an almost completely secular life. Could I be one of those hard-wired to be spiritual? Dean Hamer, a prominent geneticist, identified what was later called the “God gene”, apparently found in many people who consider themselves spiritual, if not religious. Through experiments with identical twins raised separately, Hammer found this tendency to spirituality in those with the variant of the gene. This “God gene” has survived the millennia because it has evolutionary advantages. It resolves our existential anxieties. Being human, we are deeply aware of the cruelty of the cycle of life and our helplessness on its face, yet we yearn for immortality. We find deliverance only in our belief in a personal God, and in life after death. If I do indeed need the spiritual crutch provided by this “God gene”, I consider myself highly blessed.

			I replied to my atheist friend who had described religion as mere superstition: I look around me, I said, and I see this beauty, this great order in all things. It seems to me this transcendent beauty science alone cannot explain. I do not even know how much evolutionary advantage beauty has. Perhaps it is, like life itself, or so the evolutionists say, only a product of natural phenomena, millions of years of random mutations with their innumerable permutations, and with each permutation, the process of natural selection, this in order to achieve ever greater beauty and order. However, whilst I believe in Darwin’s theory of evolution, I don’t find it sufficiently satisfactory. Yes, I reason out, we are part of nature, but we also transcend nature. To paraphrase the French philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy: to be human is to be endowed with a soul, our passport out of the natural order of simply being composed of atoms and cells.

			In my life, there are simply too many coincidences. Why is it that amongst all the random possibilities, what happens more often than not, is the specific one I pray for? Is it perhaps that an omniscient, benevolent, and ineffable Being we call God does exist and that, yes, we can discover more of Him and His works through the tools of science? Science and religion need not be opposed to each other. I believe in both God and science. Even Albert Einstein, who called himself an agnostic, believed in the transcendent as he contemplated the great order in the universe.

			My God is not just the God of creation, but a personal God, a God who loves me and who takes care of me. I believe in Him, not because I can reason out His existence, not because I necessarily believe, or not, in the doctrines of the Catholic Church, the Church of my birth, but because I experience Him. I feel His presence within me, and when I need Him, He is always there. I think the practice of religion makes me more spiritually aware of the transcendence of life, not only in the world to come, but in the here and now. That in turn makes me more generous in spirit, and gives me the motivation to lead a more compassionate life.

			Seven 

			Happiness Is Not Just 
A Feeling

			Happy is the moment when the heart says,

			“I have not yet planted my garden,”

			and you reply, “Whatever you plant shall grow.”

			Rumi’s Little Book of Life

			The novelist Graham Greene wrote in his autobiography A Sort of Life about a little experiment he did when he was a boy. He placed a bee and a fly inside a glass jar, and put the bottom of the jar against the windowpane in bright sunshine. He then covered the open mouth of the jar facing a darkened room with a black cloth. The bee, not knowing anything about glass and believing that by following the light it would surely find the way out, kept banging itself against the glass pane until it died of exhaustion. The fly, flying willy-nilly here and there and everywhere soon found the exit and flew out free. 

			From my experiences, I sometimes see that it is the thinking beings who suffer the most. I spent a great deal of my life being a bee, believing that the shortest distance between two points was a straight line. A high control person, I didn’t like ambiguities. When I told a like-minded friend about this experiment, she commented she was a bee as well. “My ambition is to become a fly,” she said. “Flies go to heaven, but bees are damned in hell, including hell on earth.”

			What about Socrates, who stated, as mentioned in the introduction of this book, “An unexamined life is not worth living,” implying that unless we are conscious of each step we take, we are not leading fully human lives? The Nobel Prize-winning author Saul Bellow, another bee, said in answer, “But the examined life may make you wish you were dead.” Indeed, our brains can often simply be a source of a lot of noise. I had heard that in Zimbabwe, the local word for depression is kufungisisa, which means “thinking too much”. Even if it were true—that examining your life can lead to much anxiety­—I still think it makes for a much richer life.

			In my younger days, I admired Eleanor Roosevelt, who, however, was reputed to have said, “Great minds discuss ideas, average minds discuss events, small minds discuss people.” Now when I think back, it just sounds rather snobbish and somewhat arrogant, blindsiding the value of “small minds”. I see both sides now—both bees and flies have a role in our lives. There is a time and place for them, and one is not necessarily superior to the other. Instead, daily life is all about balance and moderation. There is no all-encompassing way to lead a good life. Even virtues need to be calibrated against each other, as situations can mandate that we choose one at the cost of the other, such as when two virtues are in conflict: how and when do we decide on freedom over order? Or fairness over generosity? Affiliation over achievement? The list of these competing virtues can go on and on and we have to learn how to manage our trade-offs.

			What follow are the musings of a bee. My purpose is not really to discuss abstractions, but simply to supply names to the things we already do. I think labelling our experiences is important, for once we have labels for them, we are already halfway to awareness, and we become conscious of where we are and where we want to go.

			*

			I now bring the question of happiness. Why are Filipinos generally regarded, rightly or wrongly, as a “happy” people? I go to my friendly psychologists to see if I can glean some ideas on the ingredients of happiness, and what elements of these the Philippine culture might possess. In particular, I go to the new field of positive psychology to get a fresh look at literature on happiness. Many of the ideas I will be presenting below come from Martin Seligman’s Authentic Happiness, a book that attempts to systemically look at the nature of happiness. It is both enlightening and accessible, with numerous suggestions including a pencil-and-paper questionnaire, which can be downloaded from the internet. This can be used to identify our strengths and weaknesses, but especially our strengths and virtues, so we can use them to build a good life.

			I pick one of many definitions of happiness: it is an enduring state of mind, an attitude that enables us to choose how to live. I have selected this particular definition because nowhere is the word “feeling” mentioned. It is not because we do not feel happiness but because feeling per se is temporary, and true happiness is enduring. What makes us “happy” over a new pleasurable experience makes us jaded when constantly repeated. At the same time it denies us the opportunity to grow. Feelings of elation do not last long. In fact, it is said that one source of happiness is to be so absorbed in what we do—as in activities in pursuit of our passion—that we no longer feel. Psychologists call this “flow”.

			Seligman comes up with a little formula to measure our happiness quotient. He equates happiness to the sum of our genes for potential happiness, acted upon by our environment, and the choices we make as we respond to these. According to him, we are all born with a potential for happiness—some, however, having greater potential than others. I would hazard a guess that my siblings probably have genes for greater happiness potential than I do. They have a more positive attitude towards life and don’t seem to have as anxious a temperament as I have, catastrophising every negative experience. This potential, however, will remain as potential unless it is acted upon and developed. Thus, in theory, I can still live a happier life than them because of the different choices I might make.

			Aside from our genetic potential, another given is our environment. However , we must all respond to this environment . We must all play the hand we are dealt with. We must make choices .Some claim happiness is all about choices. The French writer and philosopher Albert Camus called life itself the sum total of our choices. That puts the responsibility for happiness squarely where it belongs—on our shoulders.

			When I came back to the country in 2004, I was full of anxieties including being frightened about being alone at night as I was in the UK. I remember confiding my need for company to a therapist. “These are the cards in the hand life deals you,” she told me. “You have to learn to accept these cards and play them the best way you know how.” Now, I live alone, travel alone, play golf alone. I do wish I had more friends, especially people with whom I can share my thoughts and experiences. However, by temperament as well as habit, unlike most Filipinos, I am neither warm nor friendly. My situation is not ideal but I have learned to embrace moments of loneliness and to enjoy my own company. All in all, I am quite content.

			Can we then choose to be happy? It is the wrong question to ask. If the purpose of our lives is to seek happiness, we are barking up the wrong tree. If we approach it directly, we won’t find it, because happiness is not an objective. Instead, it is a reward. If you are in the business of making cars, you cannot say your objective is to make a profit. It is the wrong focus. Your objective is to make good cars, and if you meet your objective, you will be rewarded with profit. The same is true with happiness—those who seek it for itself will often fail but those who seek their purpose and do it well will be rewarded with a happy life.

			Authentic happiness therefore focuses on volition: attitudes and values we consciously develop—including those towards our past such as a sense of gratitude for what we have, forgiveness for those who have wronged us, and being satisfied with what we have accomplished. Also included are our attitudes as we look into the future, such as a sense of optimism, together with a trust, and unfailing hope in what the future holds.

			I have a little stick cartoon I asked my son Paul to draw, which is now in our bathroom. It’s called Paul the Pessimist. It’s about the time both of us were playing golf when he was about twelve and I was just starting to play on the course:

			 

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Paul: 

						
							
							I scored 112. I played badly. I am a bad golfer

						
					

					
							
							VBH:

						
							
							I scored 117, but I’m pleased because I putted well

						
					

					
							
							VBH:

						
							
							Hey, Paul. Look! I think you added wrong. You scored 102!

						
					

					
							
							Paul:

						
							
							Let me see? You’re right. I can’t add. I’m stupid.

						
					

				
			

			 

			Needless to say, pleasure is part of happiness, and can be heightened by focusing on positive experiences of the present. In fact a pleasurable experience might be mistakenly thought of as happiness because it is about feelings of elation, which may even be intense. One major difference, however, is that pleasure is activity-based whilst happiness is enduring. When the activity passes, pleasure ceases. Pleasure involves our senses—touch, taste, sight, smell, and hearing, whereas happiness is more than simply sensual.

			Seligman advises on how we can savour each pleasurable experience—for instance, luxuriating in the pool on a hot summer day with the feeling of cool water rushing over our body; in other words, maximising the sensuality of the experience. Even after this pleasurable event, we can extend the sensation by talking about the event or taking souvenirs of the occasion. Filipinos love posing for pictures, executing acrobatic poses with friends before the camera, or even simply taking funny selfies. These photographs are excellent reminders of pleasurable occasions!

			On the other hand, we should try and prevent “habituation” from pleasurable experiences. The cake is delicious, especially our first morsel, but the pleasure decreases with each successive bite. The secret is either to space out the cake-eating, or alternatively have less of the same good thing. Without this exercise of a bit of self-discipline, we risk either getting addicted to the experience so that we want an ever bigger piece in order to enjoy the same level of satisfaction, or we become jaded and lose interest. As the saying goes, “It pays to leave the dining table a bit hungry”.

			Perhaps the most significant attitude towards our present state is the idea of “flow”, as mentioned earlier. The word was coined by the Hungarian psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who developed a whole theory behind it. “Flow”, he said, is a state of being when we are totally absorbed in what we are doing so that time stops. We lose awareness not only of time, but also of place, and indeed of ourselves. Often our involvement becomes seemingly effortless as there is an absence of feeling, including feelings of pleasure. It is only in retrospect that we find the experience fulfilling.

			How do we achieve “flow”? Csikzentmihalyi starts his analysis with self-knowledge, i.e. knowing our talents, and our strengths and virtues. Obviously, if we cannot carry a tune in a bucket, there is no sense in aspiring for “flow” whilst singing an opera aria. Unfortunately, talent is one of those things about which we can do nothing. But there are a couple of other factors complementing talent, which we can enhance with practice: our skills and virtues, coupled with ingenuity and perseverance.

			In my own case, I have a great love for learning, which I inherited from my father. I have another strength—that of a sense of fairness. I believe that I should give others what is due them, but also that I should have what is due me. Teaching, which plays on my love for learning, would have been an ideal profession for me. However, later in life, I decided I needed more money if I were to enjoy some freedom and autonomy, important values for me. I needed to be financially independent. I therefore moved from a career of teaching where I often experienced “flow” but little cash—one of my many trade-offs in life. First, I transitioned into international consulting despite the fact that I had developed a fear of flying. As freelance consultancy was a feast-or-famine type of self-employment, I decided to go into full entrepreneurship—entering the property renovation sector, and renting out or selling refurbished apartments. The business did afford me more cash, and in time, financial independence, but at great cost because instead of using my strengths, I played on my weaknesses. These included my short temper and lack of patience with contactors, real estate agents, property managers, tenants, lawyers, and bankers. This was compounded by my impression that many of them didn’t play by the rules of fairness. As I also lacked social intelligence, I ended up confronting them more often than was necessary, adding to my stress-ridden life.

			Seligman proposes recrafting activities (such as my forays into real estate), which we might need to do but which we might also find unfulfilling, by inserting and using our strengths and re-labelling the nature of these jobs. When I was undergoing my treatment for breast cancer in a London hospital, I had a treatment package, which included sessions with a psychotherapist and a masseuse. My masseuse always greeted me warmly when I arrived in her nice-smelling little room tucked away in the far corner of the hospital. We hugged before and after the massage and soon became friends. I told her about how I stopped seeing the psychotherapist of the hospital after only one session because she (the psychotherapist) made me feel worse. Instead, my masseuse became my confidante. Although she wasn’t a Catholic nor was she particularly religious, we talked about God and I confided that I now felt close to God, closer in fact than I’d ever been. But what, I asked, if I forgot Him again if and when I felt better? I still remember her assurances: she knew I would never forget, simply because I didn’t want to. She calmed me down so much that when my massage sessions were finally completed, I gave her a bunch of flowers. I forgot I was not a touchy-feely person as I enjoyed her warm hugs and learned to reciprocate them. Later, I saw the flowers in a beautiful vase by the reception room. She came out when she heard I was there and showed me the flowers. “I want all my patients to see something beautiful and feel a bit brighter during these dead days of winter.”

			Now I see she didn’t think she was a masseuse, but instead a care provider looking after the welfare of her patients. One of her strengths was the virtue of spirituality, and she used it in order to ease the suffering of others during some of the most difficult times of their lives. She didn’t have a mundane job; she had a calling.

			Responding to a calling is an important ingredient of happiness. And I think most any job can be made into a calling: so can a construction worker think that by laying pipes he can improve people’s lives. More than merely a pleasant life, responding to our calling leads us to a full life. I once read an anecdote about three stonecutters. The first stonecutter was asked, “Why do you cut stones?” He replied, “I do an honest work for an honest day’s pay.” The second cutter was asked, “Why do you cut stones?” He replied, “I want to be the best stonecutter in the world.” The third stonecutter was asked, “Why do you cut stones?” He replied, “I am building a cathedral.” The first stonecutter had a job, the second a career, and the third a calling.

			The first stonecutter worked for a reward that was extrinsic to the job. For many of us, it is enough; we may get our enjoyment elsewhere but need the maintenance of a stable income. The second cutter’s reward is an intrinsic satisfaction of doing something well—thus many professionals and artists achieve “flow”, that all-embracing loss of self-consciousness in the process of creation. For many, that is indeed a sufficient purpose for their lives and they lead good, meaningful lives. The third stonecutter possesses something even more—a calling, a sense of purpose bigger than themselves. It is said that Nelson Mandela led a happy life although he spent twenty-seven years of it in a tiny prison cell. His calling was to end apartheid in South Africa.

			Along with a sense of purpose is a need for an anchor—a peace of mind that doesn’t bend with the ebb and flow of life’s punches, insuring that our ship of life is on an even keel, protected from storms as the seasons roll. Achieving meaning in what we do is one such anchor. Transferring the focus of our attention away from ourselves and onto others is yet another anchor. Thus, we build empathy, compassion, and kindness—all essential ingredients to happiness.

			As well as any good Christian, an atheist can of course lead a full life by responding to a calling. But in my case, it has been helped by developing a sense of spirituality and transcendence, the awareness that there is something or Someone beyond what I can see around me, and also beyond the test of time. In the preceding chapter, I wrote about my personal search for truth. Science and its focus on facts to me were a dead end. Philosophy and its focus on reason was equally lacking in resonance. I found my truth through intuition, by accepting my experiences even though they eluded my understanding. For want of a better word, let’s call it mysticism. At Mass, when the priest raises the host and cup of wine and calls them the body and blood of Christ, it is not necessary to believe in the dogma of transubstantiation to feel that you are participating collectively in something holy. If, as Joseph Campbell says, the essence of life is experience, surely meaning cannot be far behind.

			The Dalai Lama proposes a tool for emptying out our minds and shutting out the ego. That, of course, is meditation. A calm mind loses its need to control. Even the big idea of needing to be loved loses its grip on us, and we realise that we often have a mistaken belief that being loved is a pre-condition for happiness. Being loved is not as common an experience as many of us think , and we are simply courting hurt and disappointment if we expect it.

			We may be tempted to say this is all well and good, but to paraphrase Shakespeare, to do is not as easy as to know what is good to do. Perhaps, then, we can be reminded from previous chapters of this book how applying the theory of cognitive dissonance can show us the way to form good habits. For instance, we can decide that instead of expecting to receive love, an often scarce experience indeed, we can give it. If we begin with the simple act of regularly helping others, even if we don’t feel particularly kind or caring, we will eventually develop genuine feelings of compassion as our actions will seek to align themselves with our thoughts and feelings.

			Going back to the bee and the fly experiment, I feel there is something loveable about the fly and how it achieved freedom by giving up its need for control, something I admit is still hard for me to do. Among my kababayans, this low-need for control contributes to more relaxed lives.

			*

			One day, right after he got his pay, my gardener baptised his infant son. He invited the whole neighbourhood for a big meal, blowing his whole pay and more. Viewed from the outside, they looked like a happy lot with constant laughter in the air. They looked forward to many more baptisms, fiestas, and birthdays, each of which would call  for another celebration. Nonetheless, I scolded him. “Ma’am, I only want to share my happy news,” was the answer. “What will you do for the next baptism or fiesta or birthday?” Bahala na. I think he considered money was truly his only once he had spent it.

			I am not subscribing to my gardener’s attitude, but simply respond to the question of why Filipinos, rightly or wrongly, are regarded as a happy people. Despite the poverty in the country, why is the Philippines usually ranked relatively high in the world happiness index fashioned by Western consultants? I looked at the set of criteria used and saw how the country could have achieved the position it often holds: aside from income and healthy life expectancy, many indicators often used for happiness include social support, trust, and generosity. The Philippines has an abundance of those, especially social support and generosity. In other studies where indexes such as honesty and good governance were added, the country scored quite a bit lower. This is understandable, as “honesty” or fairness is positively correlated with the notion of private as opposed to collective ownership of goods, as well as, to economic prosperity. (The idea of good governance and corruption were already discussed in a previous chapter.)

			In addition to the happiness indicators mentioned above are such reasons as—I will hazard a guess—the Filipinos’ comparatively high happiness potential at birth, and possibly, a number of other cultural characteristics as well: their collectivistic patterns of relationships, their sensuality, and a general celebration of life. This is coupled with the balaha na philosophy, or a sense of fatalism, that gives rise to a low need for control and a high tolerance for ambiguity, complemented by a circular time orientation. These may not lead to increased productivity, as deadlines for tasks are not taken seriously, but it makes for a more carefree lifestyle, which in turn keeps anxiety and loneliness at bay. Further, Filipinos’ religious if not necessarily spiritual beliefs provide an anchor during difficult times. The costs of these attitudes are of course also hefty, as the country has remained impoverished. It is commonly assumed that poverty, especially when basic needs are not met, is a major cause of unhappiness.

			What is it, then, that Filipinos have to offer that caused me, an amphibian, to decide to settle here rather than elsewhere? Friends from abroad ask me why I have come back when I was so nicely settled in London with plans to retire in Vancouver. They read about the poverty, the lack of infrastructure, and they think Manila is a throwback from the physical comforts, order, and security offered by London or Vancouver. It is not an uncommon question asked of amphibians who return to their poor homelands after spending years in richer and more developed countries. The other day, I was watching a BBC interview of the famous personality who had enjoyed great success in both the US and the UK. He was asked the same question: after all these years of success, why did he decide to go back to his country, which was much poorer and less developed than both the US and the UK?

			To me, it is not only the idea of home, but also the fact that, objectively, the Philippines has much to offer, especially to those who do not have financial problems and can afford to have a comfortable lifestyle. Perhaps, we can call my kababayans pleasure-seekers rather than a truly happy people—my guess is that there are probably as many happy Filipinos as unhappy ones. But we cannot deny that Philippine culture itself promotes a highly supportive environment. A bit late, but I have started to more seriously cultivate friends, do my share towards genuinely caring for others, much as my kababayans have demonstrated to me.

			When my husband died, for example, I thought of the invaluable support of friends. He didn’t have a wake in Germany as he didn’t have too many relations. I now wish we had been in the Philippines and had a proper Philippine wake. It could have been more helpful to Paul and me during the many difficult days and months ahead.

			This feeling has been reinforced by my observations with regards to Philippine wakes. Unlike many cultures in the West, the Filipinos’ mechanism of collective mourning is notable. Through large wakes, the sharp sting of bereavement and grief is postponed until such a time that it becomes more manageable. The distraction of eating-fests give emotional support to the bereaved, even if many of us cannot mourn with them. We all have a right not to show emotion, or even not to feel it, nonetheless we give our support simply by our very presence. At my age when family and friends are starting to die, attending wakes can be a regular social affair where we meet other friends and long-lost relatives. Contrast this to rich, lonely people dying alone in the more individualistic countries of Europe and America.

			Finally, if all else fails, make a joke of it. The Philippines is the only country in Southeast Asia where fatalism meets a good sense of humour.

			A Window to the World

			This book would be incomplete if we didn’t address the increasing challenges we face in the world today. The English poet John Donne writes:

			 

			No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece

			of the continent, a part of the main… any man’s death

			diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind, and

			therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls;

			it tolls for thee.

			 

			I was in the UK at the turn of the 21st century. I remember feeling very optimistic then, thinking that the world was at a new dawn of hope. Communism proved to have been an experiment of the 20th century that failed. The Soviet Union had rid itself of its malign influences and the world could now focus its energies towards creating a new order with greater freedom and humanity.

			In less than two years, this hope would be turned on its head, for a new menace exploded to replace communism: the evil of terrorism coming from fundamentalist Middle Eastern groups, using Islam as their banner. It struck the heart of America in the early years of the new century, followed by the misconceived American invasion of Iraq, which not only destroyed a nation but also largely threw the whole region into chaos. In the succeeding years, these terrorists would strike cruelly all over the world at random places, in random times, towards random lives, causing a great many ordinary people to cower in fear.

			If I had thought Southeast Asia and the Philippines were relatively immune, I soon learned that Al-Qaeda had spread its tentacles far and wide, as far as southern Philippines. Later, ISIS itself used the island of Mindanao, a Muslim enclave, as its training ground. Intense fighting ensued there where the brother-in-law of a friend who was in the military was killed, and the foreign husband of another friend had to escape the beach house he had so carefully built for his retirement when Western tourists were kidnapped from the neighbouring island.

			Additionally, America, the only superpower left in the world, would prove less than a responsible leader. American capitalism has always been stark. It rewards as it punishes, leaving no room for the weak and the “losers” in a highly competitive society. A new world economic crisis would loom before the end of the first decade because of the power of greed. “Greed is good,” said the banker Gordon Gekko in the film Wall Street. It was the greed of America’s biggest banks that would lead into a global financial earthquake of 2008.

			It is claimed that when America sneezes, the rest of the world catches a cold. Indeed, the economies of Europe and the rest of the world marched according to the drumbeat of the Great American Recession of 2008. By the time the skies began to clear, the world looked different. Increasing income inequality became more apparent and many resented the perceived excesses of the rich and the powerful. This resentment was exacerbated by the common perception that those who had contributed to their misfortunes were left relatively unscathed. Bankers, their rating agencies, heads of some corporations considered too big to fail were rescued by their governments, and in due course, many simply picked up where they had left off. The Wall Street Journal states that by 2012, the average American CEO, including those in the banking and finance industry, was making 350 times the average employee’s salary. Four decades ago, figures from the Economic Policy Institute indicated it was only thirty times. This slide into widening income inequality was not only true of America but had spread to most of the rest of the world, including the Philippines, which was already itself suffering from a great divide between the rich and the poor.

			Further, it was alleged that many of the elites, especially those occupying seats of power as well as those who exercised control over economic resources, the so-called “establishment”, had been too insensitive to listen to the voices of the rest of the country, instead looking only towards the welfare of their own kind. As a result, a protest movement named Occupy Wall Street started in 2011 with the slogan “We are the 99%”, to underscore income and wealth inequality in the United States between the wealthiest 1% and the rest of the population.17 It highlighted corporate influence in government and political corruption.

			You might posit a Thatcherite response to all this: income inequality does not matter, so long as our own living standard improves. The focus therefore should be on overall growth, as a rising tide lifts all boats. According to a World Bank study, during the past thirty years, global poverty has fallen in absolute terms by more than half, even as income inequality has considerably increased. I personally think that rather than simple envy from those occupying the lower social strata, income inequality matters greatly because it can usher in what Karen Armstrong calls “structural violence”, where the rich accumulate more power. This development could so dominate our lives as to significantly limit the choices available to the rest of us. In other words, an over-concentration of wealth can result in power under the hands of the few, and can create institutions that thwart the will of the governed until they are checked by rebellion or migration.

			The gradual parting of the clouds in 2012 has moreover exposed to sight the evolving socio-economic effects of the technological revolution. The escalating influences of the Internet, social media, automation, and the growth of the knowledge industry have ushered in a new “global village”. Currently, capital can be transferred in little more than a blink of an eye, and goods readily exchanged through a number of free trade zones in most regions, thus bypassing cumbersome procedures and tariff disincentives. The service industry likewise has become more mobile—from Starbucks franchises located in heretofore remote places, to Marriott International now operating 6,500 hotels and more across the world. Labour mobility is not far behind: an Indian heads Microsoft, and until recently, the Welshman Sir Howard Stringer was chairman and CEO of Sony Corporation. Big corporations are losing their national identity.

			In this global economy, where information can be availed instantaneously, people in remote places are made aware of potential opportunities in other regions and countries. Thus, as mentioned above, intractable local issues are being solved by, among other things, mass migrations. Humans have never stopped moving across the earth in search of better lives, but nonetheless, history also tells us that mass migrations have often brought about violent conflicts with those who already inhabit their host locations.

			Further, these recent emigrations are occurring at the time when other societies are also adjusting with some difficulty to the effects of the revolution in technology. It is said that it takes as much as a generation lag between the introduction of a major change and its acceptance. Automation has displaced unskilled labour but the re-training and the re-education of those excluded from the new knowledge industry—the responsibility of our schools and of government programmes—are inadequate or have not yet caught up. As a consequence, those with no proper education and skills, those living in less cosmopolitan areas with less opportunity to benefit from the world economy, and the less flexible elderly suffer disproportionately. (An example of these inflexible elderly is myself who, until today, still struggle at working with the basic functions of my computer, yet cannot perform heretofore routine activities without its use.)

			In present day America, many working class white males are increasingly feeling left behind as their skills are becoming obsolete. They realise that they are losing their place in the social order, and thus view the system as rigged. It has been pointed out time and again that poverty is largely relative—it is not so much what you have, as the perception of what your neighbour has in comparison, which makes you think about how impoverished you are. Social media moreover creates increasing disaffection among those who previously were not reminded by these differences.

			All told, a large segment of the population remain frustrated, not only in America but in many other places in the world. People are angry at the “establishment” for perpetuating what they feel is an unfair system. They are frustrated at their seeming helplessness to better their lot. And they feel threatened by mass immigration, suspecting that whatever jobs they now have would be taken over by poor migrants, who would, potentially, also take advantage of their social welfare system without having contributed to it, thus leaving little to those who have paid for them through their taxes. Likewise, many are anxious that these immigrants through criminal activities would destroy the peace and harmony they have previously enjoyed. Such outsiders with different value systems, will undermine the integrity and the very fabric of their communities.

			Possibly, it is the pace of change that is coming in too fast, compounded by the perception that, in this current revolution, there are winners and losers. They are being divided according to class, geography, and age: the upper classes versus the lower, the urbanites versus the provincial, the young versus the old.

			Likewise, there are the fears of the unknown. Are Trump, Duterte, the Brexiteers, and the rest of the current nationalistic influencers a hallmark of our anxiety-ridden world? When we are fearful, we want to be led, to exchange freedom for order so we do not have to have the responsibility to choose. Does our current state of affairs perhaps represent acts of desperation as we look for a way out of our troubles? Terrorism, uncontrolled migration, irresponsible elites, increasing automation: these signify only some of the “elephants” crowded together in a small room.

			In many democratic societies, their only option for change is through the power of the ballot box. Hence, In June 2016, UK Prime Minister David Cameron, as part of his political maneuverings, called for a referendum on membership to the European Union assuming that the Brexit option could never win, but win it did. The Brexiters’ campaign focused on keeping immigrants out. Only a few months later, Donald Trump, a reality television personality known for his moral depravity and demagoguery, ran for election to the highest office of the United States of America. Again, no one took his candidacy seriously and his surprise victory was called “a stunning repudiation of the establishment” by the The New York Times. His campaign platform included building a physical wall between Mexico and the US, keeping Muslims out of America, and standing up to the establishment to protect his followers. At the time of this writing, he has remained a cult figure with the unwavering support of some 40% of US voters!

			This seemingly strange phenomenon is not isolated in the Anglo-Saxon world. All over Europe we see the growth of populism singing the same tune—from Hungry, Austria, Poland, Italy, Turkey, and of course Putin of Russia. With the consent of their citizenry, democratically elected leaders are turning their countries inward, wanting to keep their borders closed, to keep their culture and their society free from the presence of outsiders, much as they had lived in their more homogenous communities of only a generation ago.

			For different reasons, Southeast Asia has a similar scenario of populism and attraction toward “strongmen”. China has just consented that the popular Xi Jinping lead the country indefinitely. In the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte with his more than 80% approval rating, is similar to Trump, although Trump did not win the popular vote in America but instead through the more political Electoral College. Both Duterte and Trump are undermining their country’s institutions by not respecting the rule of law. Supremely confident of his supporters’ loyalty, Trump has bragged, “I can stand in the middle of 5th Avenue and shoot someone, and my followers will stick by me.” Similarly, Duterte speaks before a large group of business leaders, “In Davao [city where he was mayor], I used to do it [killing] personally. Just to show to the guys [the police] that if I can do it why can’t you.” However, unlike America which will survive Trump because of its strong institutions, Duterte is risking his country sliding into another failed state.

			But what is this “rule of law”? It is not something you can touch or hear or see or taste. To the supporters of Trump, it does not matter if Trump is a poor excuse of a human being, for morality is irrelevant in the face of a healthy personal gain. Filipinos likewise are not interested in abstractions. They see what they think is less crime in the streets, and therefore they are for the status quo, even as some innocents become “collateral damage” whilst suspected drug users are denied their rights to a fair trial. “I don’t understand”, I told my skilled physiotherapist who makes do with his Philippine earnings whilst waiting for his American immigration papers to be processed. He and his friends voted for Duterte. “With seven billion people on earth,” I said, “I am not surprised to see a Trump or a Duterte. What surprises me is that they win elections!” My physiotherapist’s answer: “We are desperate for change, and any change is better than no change, because any change brings us hope.” It may not be the ideal answer, but an understandable one.

			When all is said, we might perhaps wonder where is the world today? Who have we become? Have we all become—collectivists and individualists alike—totally pragmatic instead of moral creatures? I would like to think that the societal dislocations, the cultural confrontations over our identity, and the fracturing of our communities—Brexiters and Remainers, Trump and anti-Trump, Duterte and anti-Duterte, and AfD (Alternative für Deutschland) and CDU (Christian Democtratic Union) in Germany—are the symptoms of the dislocation we feel as the era of the nation-state wanes. Feasibly, the diffusion of the effects of technology is making the idea of the nation-state obsolete, and, in the process, what we are currently experiencing are expressions of societal resistance to change.

			To again quote Bernard-Henri Lévy:

			 

			The history of this past century teaches us that when we place our bets on nostalgia, when we dedicate ourselves to the search for some lost native land, for something pure, we only pave the way for totalitarianism… When we instead commit ourselves to moving forward … in all its uncertainty, then we embark … on the very road to freedom.

			 

			America’s foreign policy bias is to install American-type democracy as the dominant structure informing the world order, equating it to freedom. However, I am one of those who believe that American democracy is not necessarily the best fit to the needs of every nation and, more importantly, to the current state of each nation. It requires a certain level of sophistication amongst a citizenry, a long timeframe to develop its attendant institutions, and a culture that favours American political value systems. Most importantly, American democracy and its emphasis on individual liberty clashes with the collectivistic cultures of many countries. Thus, American interventions in many areas of the world, supposedly to instill American democratic ideologies, have often had disappointing results.

			In the case of the Philippines, the country currently needs radical changes, and thus daring measures in order to effect these changes, whilst at the same time protecting the humanity of its citizenry. That Filipinos are up to the task has been proven by history. Think of the secret society of the Katipuneros and other courageous revolutionaries who, from 1896 to 1902, fought against the odds in order to expel their colonisers. Remember also those numerous Filipino guerrillas who went up the hills to resist the Japanese occupation from 1942–1945. And recall the million-strong Filipinos who braved Marcos’s tanks during the “Miracle at EDSA” in 1986.

			What is needed now is strong leadership. Again, I call to mind the theory of cognitive dissonance of Leon Festinger that I first discussed in Chapter three, i.e. how you can provide structures to limit unacceptable behaviour in order to effect attitude change. Nonetheless, this strong leadership should work towards the development and strengthening of our weak institutions. Instead, muscular Duterte who is destroying our institutions. Although running a state with some five million people is significantly different from managing one with over 100 million inhabitants, we might learn from Singapore. Rising from the disorders of the 1950s, when it was overcrowded and unsanitary, it has morphed in a single generation to become one of the most modern and prosperous countries in the world. In the main, historians have traced this transformation to improvements in education. Singapore has poured major resources on education.

			At the time I was considering working for Nanyang University, I remember comparing notes with a German friend who, in the 1980s, was teaching at the National University of Singapore. She briefed me about the high pay, comfortable housing, and other good benefits offered by her university. The one drawback, she warned me, was that the university did not often grant tenure to its foreign faculty. Instead, there were short-term fixed contracts rolled over until such a time that those Singaporeans who were given scholarships abroad could come back and replace the foreign nationals. Singapore provides us with a good lesson: to place our focus into education.

			The Philippine government, on the contrary, has been cutting resources from its already sub-par educational system to serve what are thought as more urgent needs—an over-concentration on short term goals rather than investing in the future. I remember talking to my old house helper Carmen who came to me in the hope that I could provide some financial assistance so that her daughter could go to university to read education. She (the daughter) had wanted to be a teacher since childhood and, moreover, was one of the best in her class, or so I was told. I agreed to help in principle, so I proceeded to give a little arithmetic test and was surprised to find out that the fifteen-year-old girl could not do simple multiplication and division!

			The government‘s relative neglect of education is coupled with the high value given by most Filipino families to their children’s education, indeed as in most Asian cultures. Presently , the private sector has serviced this gap, but as profitability has been their main concern, most charge fees far beyond the capability of the average family. One way to address the situation is perhaps if the government can treat private schools like utility companies, with a cap on fees they can charge their students.

			Along with education, a number of Filipinos search for an alternative political system that could be more relevant to its many diverse island cultures. Currently, most important decision-making takes place within the centralised government in Manila. I hear that some members of the Philippine Congress are thinking of working towards greater federalism, giving increasing autonomy to each of the country’s eighty-one provinces. Duterte has supported such a move, which immediately alienates those who have been critical of him, and who think it a ploy in order to call a constitutional convention and, in the process, extend his term in power. Moreover, many are of the opinion that it will take a couple of decades before systems can be put in place to effectively devolve power to the provinces; in the meantime, there are more urgent needs.

			Thankfully, the economic scenario in the foreseeable future is encouraging, if we are to believe in the picture painted by Bill Gates, that great American computer visionary and donor of the biggest private philanthropy in the world. He sees general improvements in the well-being of peoples everywhere, spearheaded by further major breakthroughs in technology. He asserts, for instance, that by 2035, there will no longer be poor countries, if what we mean by poor is people earning less than USD$1.90 per day, the poverty line currently drawn by the World Bank. Almost all countries including the poorest ones today will belong, at the very least, to the lower-middle income group.

			The continent of Africa, currently home to some 1.26 billion people, will become entirely self-sufficient in food production even with its high birth rates, as innovations in farming, including better seeds, go on stream. Other developments such as new vaccines and similar advances in healthcare, more digital inventions, mobile banking, and sources of cheap, clean energy to power the world will be universal. Thus, discounting the possibility of bioterrorism, Bill Gates is optimistic about the direction of human civilisation.

			However, he also cautions that, despite the egalitarianism imposed by some states, great income inequalities will not go away. Inequality in income, more than absolute income per se, will remain a big source of discontent.

			Personally, I think income inequality will continue to separate the world between the powerful and the powerless. Further, technological revolutions are not necessarily universally beneficial without qualifications. They have their downside, as I mentioned earlier, including the societal dislocations brought about by the introduction of new technology. Our political beliefs for i stance , often remain hyper-local, and lag between their attendant social demands, and the societal acceptance of these demands. For instance, our political beliefs—often remaining hyper-local—lag behind our embrace of the global economy brought about by technological advancement. In short, whilst technological changes can be revolutionary, changes in our social constructs remain an evolutionary process.

			Less burdened by the weight of the past, I see great promise amongst the younger people of the world. As is often the case, it is the idealism of the youth that has shown the rest of us the way forward. These have already been apparent in mass public demonstrations of students, including the “March for Our Lives” rallies which drew hundreds of thousands in a movement against gun violence in America. The American youth challenged the all-powerful NRA. They shouted down America’s government leaders who, intimidated by the NRA, have protected the strong gun lobby to the point of absurdity. In the UK, it is likewise the youth who are against Brexit, much as it is the Filipino students who are against Duterte and who marched in the streets when the government decided to bury Ferdinand Marcos in the Libingan ng mga Bayani (Heroes’ Cemetery). I therefore look to our growing youth population to lead the world into greater openness.

			The much maligned “millennials” may simply be crying out for moderation and balance in the workplace; for quality of life over the maximising of monetary gains. They may well be arguing, that money might beget more money, but money doesn’t create value. In the Philippines, these “millennials” are shedding some of the destructive effects of collectivism, choosing their own paths forward rather than relying uncritically on tradition. This should replace the old idea of “my tribe or my country, right or wrong”.

			The “Me Too” movement of women against sexual assault and harassment has likewise been very encouraging for me. It was not too long ago when overt sex discrimination was practised at my own workplace, and we women had no alternative but to simply play by the rules of the game as much as we could and, if management practices were no longer tolerable, to simply opt out of the system. It was precisely my experiences at the business school where I taught that made me exit organisational life in order to venture out on my own. I do not for a single moment delude myself into thinking that the “Me Too” movement will revolutionise the status of women but it has undoubtedly raised awareness of sexual harassment, and the “green” jokes of my superiors in my earlier years would certainly be unacceptable today. As pundits say, change is coming, but one step at a time.

			Perhaps what we need more than ever is to create unifying ideas in order to bridge the still deep chasms around us. Like it or not, all the cultures of the world now live together, and there is no turning back. In the earlier periods of Western history, it was the inclusive Roman citizenship of their client states pledging loyalty to Rome that united the empire. When Rome fell, this unifying role was taken over by the institution of their religion—the Catholic Church—so that by the middle ages, it had quickly spread to the rest of the continent and beyond.

			An example of a unifying element today could be that of language—English as the lingua franca of the world, with its thousands of permutations, not only in the world of commerce but in everyday life. There will be no posh Queen’s English, but only dialects spoken in various regions of the UK or America. In addition to “standard English”, there will be Singlish (Singaporean-English), Taglish (Tagalog-English), Spanglish (Spanish-English), Denglish (German-English), and other versions spoken in different places around the globe. It is helpful that as many people posit, English is easy to speak badly. Thus, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) predicts that by 2020, there will be over two billion people who will be using English in one form or another. That is a quarter of the global population! The way language influences our worldview cannot be over-estimated, and it is perhaps through language that we hope to find our similarities.

			Instead of a fractured citizenry, we can remember Robert Kennedy’s philosophy, that power resides in a group united by a common vision. Instead of defining “in-group” as opposed to “out-group”, our patriotism must be about inclusions, and our stories about our common struggles, successes, and aspirations. Then, I, an outsider, and other amphibians like me, will feel truly at home.

			Part Three

			Photo Captions

			Plate 1

			a) Just as we ourselves are not standing still, so it is also that the world around us doesn’t stand still. The New York City I knew and loved when I lived there in the 1970s is no longer the same metropolis. During a visit, I missed the landmark PAN AM Building on 42nd St. and Park Avenue; and the new One World Trade Center (photo above) built after 9/11 was startlingly unfamiliar. The whole landscape in downtown Manhattan had become unrecognisable. 

			 

			b) Philippine Insurrection 1898–1902: an inscription on the side of the Iwo Jima Memorial located in Arlington, Virginia, USA. Indeed, history is written by the victors. Still, out of respect for the sensibilities of the vanquished, even American writers today refer to this period as the Philippine–American War. 

			Plate 2

			a) I am now far from that naive twenty-four-year-old guide at the United Nations Headquarters of 1973. That was a fun and carefree year. I was attracted by the supposed glamour of the job, and talked only about dates and new restaurants. However, I was soon back at university, entertaining other dreams.

			 

			b) By the mid-1980s, I would be conducting classes on career management for women managers, fully cognisant of the difficult obstacles in our working lives that many of us must surmount.

			 

			c) President Corazon Aquino encourages us, the founding members of Women for Women Foundation (WOW). Our aim was for more senior women managers to mentor the aspiring ones. Lack of mentorship was identified as one of the key problems women in organisations faced. 

			Plate 3

			a) Our Lady of Victory Church, built in commemoration of our Lady’s role in saving our town from the supposed raiding expeditions of the Moro (Muslims from Mindanao Island) pirates. For the longest time, the church was covered with scaffolding. It is now finally finished and is located at one side of the town plaza.

			 

			b) Our Lady of Victories Church in Kensington High Street, London—the similar-looking parish church where I regularly go every time I am in London. Set back some distance from the busy street, it is a place of peace and contemplation.

			 

			c) A Nordic-looking Sta. Veronica, holding a kerchief with the imprints of the face of Christ whose bleeding head she had wiped as he carried his cross to Calvary. The bigger than life-sized icon was the family contribution to the parish processions during Holy Week each year. My grandmother would gather a group of women to lovingly decorate the float, mostly with sheer nylon fabric and artificial flowers. A portable generator made the float glow bright in the otherwise dark night. What I remember as I processed beside it, however, was the punishing heat, dust, and noise! 

			Plate 4

			a) St. Thérèse of Lisieux, my favourite saint, whose icon is found at Our Lady of Victories Church in Kensington. Although I cannot aspire to her great love and singular devotion to Jesus Christ, I admire her childlike simplicity and her unwavering trust in him.

			 

			b) Our wedding in Manila in 1979. When my husband was informed that his friend, a German priest, would not be able to conduct the ceremony without us having to repeat it before a Filipino judge, Klaus responded that he would then ask the Filipino Cardinal himself. The photo shows Jaime Cardinal Sin performing the rites with the German Fr. Theo Herzog on the extreme right assisting him. When asked how he was able to meet and persuade the Cardinal not only to officiate, but also to have the event held in his personal chapel, (snuggly fitting our twenty guests), Klaus replied, “Chutzpah”! 

			 

			c) Devotion to saints, and in particular, to the Virgin Mary, is a popular cult in the Philippines. This photo shows demonstrators during the so-called EDSA Revolution raising the icon of the Blessed Mother before the soldiers in order to entice them to lay down their arms. Saying the Rosary is an almost universal form of prayer in a country that remains overwhelmingly Catholic. (Photo taken from People Power: The Philippine Revolution of 1986, published by the James B. Reuter Foundation.)

			Plate 5

			a) Like most people, I like celebrating important anniversaries. I am also attracted to the ritual of the Catholic Holy Mass. Above is a photo of a chapel on the ground floor of my condominium building where I celebrated my sixtieth birthday in 2007.

			 

			b) My sixtieth birthday party, attended by sixty guests, held in a function room next door to the chapel.

			Plate 6

			a) Life usually throws its punches, it seems, when we are most ill-prepared. Just as I was enjoying my new-found freedom, finally feeling financially secure, at peace with my marriage and my family, new troubles were brewing. Living alone in Germany, Klaus’s health progressively declined until he became incapacitated. The next three years were to prove extremely challenging. Not only did Paul and I have to cope with his illness, but also with his very difficult legal guardian, and what I thought was an unjust German family law and court system. With frequent visits to Germany, our respite lay in going out for meals, which Klaus enjoyed.

			  

			b) Klaus reported that one day, he was “kidnapped” from his flat where he had a full-time caregiver, and forced to live in an old-people’s home. We tried our best to make him feel comfortable in his new place, transporting his favourite pieces of furniture, various collected items, and other familiar bric-a-brac. In the photo above, he fools around, imitating Humphrey Bogart in the film Casablanca.

			 

			c) Our last family photo, taken on Christmas Day 2015, after lunch at the Hof zur Linde Restaurant-Hotel in Münster. Five months later, he would be dead.

			Plate 7

			a) Looking into the future, I wonder where the Philippines is heading. President Duterte won by a landslide in the presidential election of 2016, currently retaining an approval rating of approximately 80%. Yet, he continues to undermine the strength of Philippine institutions, so necessary for the adequate functioning of the nation.

			 

			b) In Western Europe, democracy has been simplistically reduced to freedom to vote and freedom to march in public demonstrations. It has been shown, however, that the public can be misled by populist demagoguery. Observe what had happened to the referendum on Brexit, with the spread of false information or “fake news” skewing the results of the vote. My own opinion is that intentionally disseminating false information should be made a major legal offence.

			Plate 8

			The way to Santiago de Compostela in northern Spain. To me, a pilgrimage is about process rather than destination. It is about the search for the way rather than reaching where we want to go. Spiritual more than religious, it is food for my soul—a search for peace nourished through meditation, reflection, and prayer. 
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			Epilogue

			“Some people see things as they are and ask, why;

			I dream of things that never were and ask why not”.

			Robert F. Kennedy

			Some years ago, I purchased a pre-development flat in Manila, serviced by an international hotel attached to it and within a short walking distance to a large hospital. I thought this would be a perfect old-age home for me. As mentioned elsewhere, I live alone, and had seen my mother and my husband develop dementia. In a country with no market demand for retirement homes—it is still expected that old people live with their families—my plan is to move to that flat if and when the time comes for me to employ a caregiver. Except for my caregiver, I can then manage without the help of domestic helpers, as the hotel will have the services of car and driver, cleaning women, cooked food from their kitchen, and maintenance services. Additionally, with the hospital around the corner, nurses and other medical staff can walk over without having to worry about the horrific traffic situation in Manila.

			It has now been almost five years since I purchased —on-ninety-day cash—my supposed “retirement flat”. According to the contract of sale, the apartment should have been ready for occupancy a couple of years ago. Further, the contract stipulated that the developer of the apartment building would be liable to penalties in cases of delays on the turnover of the units to their buyers. Likewise, the marketing brochure given to me at the time of purchase showed a list and photographs of appliances supposedly included in the units. Samples of construction materials on option were neatly laid out next to their model units.

			I am now told these documented promises will not be kept. No penalties for delayed turnover will be paid, and appliances identified in the brochure will no longer be supplied, nor have the buyers any options for materials used.

			As described in this book, there is a lack of mature and functioning institutions in the Philippines. Through various means at their disposal, the rich and the powerful can easily circumvent the law, and the agencies tasked on their implementation are often too weak and confused. The developer is a corporation controlled by one of the richest families in the country, and when I followed up on my complaint, the customer services department told me simply that management had said no.

			I reason to myself, I am over seventy years old. This is no longer my fight. I will leave it to the next generation to decide what kind of country they wish to have. If they want justice and fairness to all, they can then fight in order to build strong institutions.

			To my son, my nieces and nephews, grand nephews and grand nieces, I dedicate the children’s fable below. They will, I hope, find wisdom in it.

			PAUL AND THE EVIL DRAGON: A Children’s Fable

			Paul lived in a small country ruled by an evil dragon. It would have been a beautiful country, except that the dragon cast a magic spell over all the inhabitants. They became lazy and dishonest, weak, and constantly sick. For example, if by mistake you left your beloved pet chick outside the barn after nightfall, the chick would have disappeared the next day, stolen by the neighbour next door. Perhaps, just for the fun of it, they would have left some feathers so you would have known it had been cooked and eaten.

			Everybody was unhappy in that country. “If only the dragon were dead,” the old people would say, “everyone would be well and happy again.” They remembered what the country was like before the dragon came.

			Paul heard many stories about the old times from his sick grandfather.

			“Before the dragon came,” said his grandfather, “we always had sunshine in this country, with just enough rain to water the flowers. You could hear birds singing the whole day. Now, nothing grows and the birds stay away. As you can see, it always rains, but even when it rains, it’s hot because the pouring hot mud comes from the belly of the dragon. During the summer, we cannot breathe the putrid air that comes from its mouth. We have become hungry and poor.”

			“I am big and strong,” Paul told himself, “I can slay the dragon.” He wanted his mother and father and his little sister to be healthy and happy again.

			And so, Paul dreamt day after day, when he was awake and when he was asleep, about slaying the dragon. His problem was, he didn’t know how. He had never seen the monster. In fact, nobody had, for it lived on top of a high mountain. The whole country could only hear its breathing, especially when it snored at night. And everyone could see the fire of its breath.

			One day, as he was going to the lake to bathe, he met an ugly old hag. “Tell me, old hag,” he asked, “which is the way to the dragon’s lair?”

			“What do you want to go there for?” the old hag wanted to know.

			“I want to slay the dragon. I want to know where it lives and how to get there.”

			“It’s not as easy as you think,” replied the old hag. “Many brave young men had tried to do it before you, and the dragon destroyed them, all of them. Look at me! I was once a beautiful maiden, skilled in witchcraft. I thought, like you, that I could enchant the dragon and lure him to his death. But the dragon is very powerful. He stole away my soul and my will to fight. What makes you think you’re different from us all?” Paul looked up at her flashing dark eyes. He did not have an answer.

			“I have a secret to share with you,” she continued. “You cannot slay the dragon with spears and arrows for the dragon has many tentacles instead of legs. If you slay one, two will grow in its place. You have to learn how to get inside it.” With that parting remark, the old hag left Paul, never looking back even after Paul called and ran after her, pleading to tell him some more.

			Paul mulled about this day after day. He became more and more frustrated. Conditions in his country were getting worse and he was no nearer to the solution of his problem. He started dreaming of other places. One day, he decided to run away. As neither his family nor his friends wanted to go with him—for who knows what strange places might hold for them—he had to go by himself.

			He travelled for a long time, sleeping under the stars at night and eating berries and other fruits that he found along his way.

			One morning, he saw from the distance a big crystal dome. As he came nearer, it started to rain and the air around him got colder and colder. The rain turned into snow and then into a blizzard. Paul didn’t know what to do. He would soon freeze unless he found shelter. As he approached the giant dome, he saw a door. Furiously, he knocked and knocked. His knuckles grew numb and he felt weak. Just as he was going to faint, someone opened the door and beckoned him in.

			“What are you doing out there?” asked a gruff voice. “Didn’t you know it’s prohibited to leave the safety of the dome?”

			When Paul recovered, he realised he was alone again. Then, his eyes nearly popped out of his head for, right in front of him, was a city of gold! The streets were paved with gold, houses were made of silver, traffic lights were made of emeralds and rubies! And oh, it was so warm and comfortable! He smiled at every person he met in the streets and hurried to the first tavern he saw, for he was very thirsty.

			People at the tavern looked up as soon as Paul entered. They stared at him—from the top of his head to the tip of his toe. And suddenly Paul realised he was dressed very poorly indeed. Everybody else wore clothes made of silk threads with belt buckles made of diamonds. When Paul approached them to make conversation, they turned away. Nobody wanted to talk to him. They gave him food alright (for everything was free in that country), but otherwise no one was interested in him.

			Paul spent some time in the City of Gold, but he did not make a single friend. Finally, he said to himself, “I am very lonely with no one to talk to. I am different from these people. Although it is very comfortable here, I think I shall go away.”

			And so the next day, Paul resumed his journey. After many days of travelling, he came across a beautiful valley, lush and green with vegetation. As he approached closer, he saw a number of beautiful giants! They had long flaxen hair and deep blue eyes, slender bodies and long, elegant limbs, “This must surely be an ideal place,” Paul thought.

			He ran as fast as he could until he reached the edge of the valley. He could hear a dog barking, coming closer, followed by his mistress. “I’m sorry Apollo has bothered you, come, Apollo.” She was the most beautiful living being Paul had ever seen and in spite of himself, he could not take his eyes off her.

			“Tell me, Miss, what is this place? And what are those large glasses you have around your neck?” Paul was trying to make conversation, for in truth, he simply didn’t want her to leave.

			“You must be new here,” she replied, looking at him rather curiously. “Our place is called ‘Valley of the Gods’. Legend has it that our forefathers came from a place called Mount Mythikas. And these pair of glasses?” She was laughing, “Why, they’re magnifying glasses. You see, we’re so tall that sometimes, especially when a thing is tiny, we can’t see it very well. So, I have to wear them all the time. By law. You end up in jail if the police see you not wearing them. But they’re ugly, aren’t they? I don’t wear them when no one is looking,” she giggled. “You won’t tell on me, will you?” Having been reassured by Paul, she merrily skipped along, Apollo running at her heels.

			Paul stayed for a long time in that valley, for he enjoyed looking at beautiful people in that beautiful land. But after a while, Paul grew tired of the snickers he would hear when people thought he wasn’t listening, or the curiosity he would elicit whenever he walked down the streets. For, indeed, Paul looked different. He was fat and squat where everyone else was slim and tall. He had black hair and black eyes when the rest had light hair and eyes. He thought light was beautiful and dark ugly. And he sported a little moustache on his round face when everyone else’s skin was smooth and clean.

			One day, Paul said to himself: “The Valley of the Gods is truly beautiful. But I have no single friend here and I am lonely. Even if I shaved my moustache, I would still look different, so very different. I think I shall have to go.”

			So, Paul resumed his journey once more. He travelled for months without seeing any human habitation. Finally, he saw a man who, like him, was dark and squat. Paul was very happy indeed. “Stranger,” he hailed the man excitedly. “I am tired and hungry. Do you by any chance know of an inn where I could spend the night?” Of course, what Paul really wanted was to be invited into the stranger’s country.

			The stranger was very friendly and told Paul to follow him. On the way, he chatted amiably. His country was small as well, just like Paul’s.

			“Are your streets paved with gold? Are your women beautiful?” asked Paul.

			“Oh no, we live simply. Some of our women are, perhaps, beautiful and some aren’t. These things are not very important to us,” the stranger’s voice was reassuring. “Come and see for yourself.”

			Paul’s room in the inn was clean and comfortable, and soon he was ready to come down to dinner. He could hear the buzz of voices, and soon saw groups of people at round tables engaged in animated discussion. Paul spotted an empty chair at one of the tables and decided to join them. “Ah,” said a youngster addressing Paul, “what is Pi R Squared?” Paul smiled for he was indeed hungry. “A square pie should be delicious! Can I have one please?”

			Suddenly, the room fell into hushed silence. An older man whom Paul presumed must have been one of the leaders of the group asked him, “If you were travelling at the speed of light, how many years before you reach Mars?” Paul had never heard of any such thing about Mars Bars, and even though it was his favourite, words failed him and he could only manage to gulp. Everyone stared at him in amazement before slowly turning around and resuming their conversation. Paul could only hear snippets of them. “When the elasticity of demand…” said one. “In behaviour therapy, reciprocal inhibition…” said another.

			Night after night, Paul joined them at their discussion tables, but nobody minded him. Finally, Paul admitted to himself. “I have spent a great deal of time here and have tried hard to make friends. But no one wants to be with me because I am so different. I am lonely. I think it is time to leave this Land of Brilliance.”

			Paul didn’t know where else to go, so he decided to go home. “At home,” he said, “it is hot and it rains all day. Above all, we have the dragon. But at least, I have my family and friends. And the other people there are just like me.”

			His family and friends were overjoyed to see him. Paul was so happy he didn’t even think of the dragon. Instead, when it rained mud, he remembered the crystal dome he saw in his travels. Such a dome would protect us from the mud, he thought. When he saw a tiny flower bud peep through, he remembered the magnifying glasses of the beautiful woman he had met. If only he had a pair of these, he thought, he would be better able to see the splendour of that bud.

			“Those countries I visited in my travels, they did something to solve their problems. We can do the same,” Paul decided.

			The next year saw Paul busily making round tables and chairs, much like the ones at which he had sat. When the tables and chairs were all finished, he invited everyone who would like to come, to discuss what they could do to make their country beautiful and rich again. At first, few people came to Paul’s nightly discussions. Instead, most would all say, “There is nothing we can do to slay the dragon. We cannot solve such a big problem. We’re simply wasting our time.” So they would stay home and sleep.

			Even those who came were not helpful as they only grumbled and exchanged shocking stories about the evil deeds of the dragon. Finally, Paul turned around and asked: “How do you eat an elephant? Or a dragon, for that matter?” No one could answer him. “Piece by piece,” Paul said.

			And so, they sat down and made their plans, each table tackling its own “piece”. When others heard of the progress being made at Paul’s nightly discussions, they too decided to join. In no time, three groups were formed.

			Allowed into these groups were only those who could prove they were pure of heart, and their minds had to be cleansed of all distracting thoughts. They had to swear that they would not be lured into the dragon’s treasures, for many a noble person had been ensnared by these treasures. And they must be ready to often go hungry, for the journey to the dragon’s lair was long and arduous with no source of nourishment along the way.

			At last they were ready.

			The first group, headed by Mariana the Smart, talked to the goblins and elves. These loyal servants of the dragon guarded its treasures, which were found underneath each tentacle. They alone could lift the tentacles and distribute the treasures to anyone who could give them information about what people in Paul’s country might be plotting against their master. Cleverly, Mariana and her group fooled the goblins and the elves by giving them wrong information so that the dragon thought the country continued to cower in fear.

			The second group, headed by Javi the Bold, went to talk to the dwarfs who knew where the dragon lived. The drawfs, too, suffered from the dragon’s tyranny and readily cooperated. They were tasked with nailing the tentacles of the dragon to the ground while it slept.

			While Javi’s group immobilised the dragon’s tentacles, the third group headed by Paul were riding on the wings of a giant eagle. At the eagle’s head was Myza the Fair, the helmswoman who steered the bird, with directions relayed by Mariana through a magic earpiece, which Myza wore. The old hag who had tried to slay the dragon once before sat on one wing, brewing her magic potion that would make the dragon sleep forever. On the other wing sat Paul, getting ready to attack the monster.

			Paul and his friends knew they were nearing the dragon’s lair as they heard its snores like thunder, getting louder and louder. The fire from the dragon’s breath grew hotter, the flames leapt higher and the smell turned fouler. Soon, they were directly on top of its open mouth. Very quietly (for the dragon was known to be a light sleeper), Paul lowered himself inside its mouth and poured the hag’s magic potion, making sure not one drop was lost. The dragon gagged and snapped its mouth shut just as Paul lifted his foot clear from it. The old hag and Myza the helmswoman hastily hoisted the rope on which Paul clung for dear life. As the dragon, with eyes wild, jerked its head to catch them, trying with all its might to lift its nailed tentacles, the eagle swiftly flew away.

			From the distance, they could see the monster suddenly give up the chase, yawning with its jaws stretched wide. Its eyes rolled up, its lids drooped down, and it was instantly asleep, forever.

			When Paul and the rest of the members of the expedition reached their homes, they were surprised to see everyone there had fallen asleep too. Slowly, as the spell broke, each one opened their eyes—one eye first, then the other—rubbing the sleep from them. They turned to one side, then the next, before slowly sitting up, and finally standing so they could see what the commotion was about. But Paul, Mariana, Javi, Myza and all their friends saw how everyone suddenly looked healthier and stronger and happier. The evil dragon was gone and with it the hot mud and the putrid smell Paul’s country became beautiful again.

			There was much rejoicing in the land. Paul invited the people he had met on his journey to share with him and his friends in their celebrations. But just in case, everyone had their turn to volunteer as look out, to make absolutely sure the dragon stayed asleep forever.
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			Glossary Of Tagalog 
And Ilonggo Terms

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Amo 

						
							
							n. boss; master; employer; manager

						
					

					
							
							Aswang 

						
							
							n. shape-shifting flesh-eating witch in Filipino folklore, usually the subject of a wide variety of stories

						
					

					
							
							Bagat 

						
							
							n. evil spirit who waylays passers-by in isolated locations

						
					

					
							
							Bagonetas 

						
							
							n. carts on rails used to transport sugar cane from the haciendas to the mill

						
					

					
							
							Bahala na 

						
							
							n. phrase that means “whatever happens, happens’; entrusting the uncertainty of the situation to fate

						
					

					
							
							Bakya 

						
							
							n. footwear from local lightwood; wooden clogs

						
					

					
							
							Balato 

						
							
							n.,v. money given away as goodwill. To give a gift to friends and companions in order to share one’s success

						
					

					
							
							Balay Daku 

						
							
							n. big house

						
					

					
							
							Balay Gamay

						
							
							n. small house

						
					

					
							
							Balik 

						
							
							v. to come back, to return (e.g. balik-scientist means return-scientist)

						
					

					
							
							Barkada 

						
							
							n.,v. Philippine slang meaning to hang out or do common activities with regular members of the group; a gang

						
					

					
							
							Basahan 

						
							
							n. scrap of cloth used for cleaning

						
					

					
							
							Batibot 

						
							
							n. Filipino TV series patterned after Sesame Street

						
					

					
							
							Bayan 

						
							
							n. town; country; fatherland or motherland

						
					

					
							
							Bayani 

						
							
							n. hero; a person with extraordinary courage or bravery that ignores extreme danger and exhibits strength to overcome difficulties in order to serve the common good

						
					

					
							
							Buhangin 

						
							
							n. sand

						
					

					
							
							Bulalakaw 

						
							
							n. fiery bird in the Philippine mythology

						
					

					
							
							Colegialia 

						
							
							n. girl attending an elite school, usually run by a religious order

						
					

					
							
							Colegio

						
							
							n. private school run by nuns

						
					

					
							
							Capellas

						
							
							n. chapel

						
					

					
							
							Carosa 

						
							
							n. float in a parade

						
					

					
							
							Daan Banwa 

						
							
							n. Old Town

						
					

					
							
							Encomienda 

						
							
							n. land grants given by the Spanish crowns to their nationals  living in the colonies

						
					

					
							
							Espunghawo 

						
							
							n. naturally wavy hair

						
					

					
							
							Filipina 

						
							
							n. Filipino girl or woman

						
					

					
							
							Haciendas 

						
							
							n. large tracts of land used for extensive farming; plantation

						
					

					
							
							Haciendero

						
							
							n. farmer or farm owner

						
					

					
							
							Handaan 

						
							
							n. a party

						
					

					
							
							Hiyain 

						
							
							v. to embarrass or to shame causing one to lose face

						
					

					
							
							Hiligaynon

						
							
							n. member of people inhabiting Panay, Negros

						
					

					
							
							Ilonggo 

						
							
							n. dialect spoken in Negros Occidental and some other areas in western Visayas

						
					

					
							
							Kababayans 

						
							
							n. fellow countryman or hailing from the same town or province

						
					

					
							
							Kaayong Lawas

						
							
							n. good health

						
					

					
							
							Katipunero 

						
							
							n. member of a secret society formed to raise armed rebellion against Spain

						
					

					
							
							Lantiog 

						
							
							n. long-legged giants in Filipino methodology said to step over rooftops

						
					

					
							
							Lechon 

						
							
							n. local dish featuring a whole roasted pig cooked on a spit over charcoal

						
					

					
							
							Libingan 

						
							
							n. cemetery; graveyard

						
					

					
							
							Lunok 

						
							
							n. big impenetrable tree, which could possibly be the grand house of spirits

						
					

					
							
							Luzonian 

						
							
							n. natives or inhabitant of Luzon island

						
					

					
							
							Mabait 

						
							
							adj. literally translates as “good” but usually in reference to being pleasant and easy to be with

						
					

					
							
							Magikland 

						
							
							n. amusement and theme park in Negros

						
					

					
							
							Mayamot 

						
							
							adj. tight-fisted

						
					

					
							
							Mah-jong 

						
							
							n. game of Chinese origin usually played by four persons with 144 domino-like pieces or tiles marked in suits, counters, and dice, the object being to build a winning combination of pieces

						
					

					
							
							Mahal 

						
							
							n. beloved

						
					

					
							
							Mahinhin 

						
							
							adj. refined; artfully shy

						
					

					
							
							Maskara 

						
							
							n. street festival in the island of Negros held every October; the word is of Spaniard origin meaning ‘mask’

						
					

					
							
							Merienda 

						
							
							n. light meal or snack

						
					

					
							
							Mestiza 

						
							
							adj. woman of mixed race, especially the offspring of a Spaniard and a Filipino

						
					

					
							
							Mga

						
							
							a particle that pluralises count nouns

						
					

					
							
							Moros 

						
							
							n. Muslim, especially those residing in the Southern Island of Mindanao

						
					

					
							
							Neneng 

						
							
							n. affectionate address, usually referring to a young girl

						
					

					
							
							Nipa 

						
							
							n. palm tree with creeping roots, characteristic of mangrove swamps with leaves used as roofing material

						
					

					
							
							Padrino

						
							
							n. godfather or patron

						
					

					
							
							Pakain 

						
							
							adj. provision of free food, especially for indigents

						
					

					
							
							Pancit 

						
							
							n. noodles

						
					

					
							
							Pare 

						
							
							n. affectionate Filipino slang for friend or pal; mate

						
					

					
							
							Pensionado 

						
							
							n. Philippine student whose expenses are paid by the government whilst he studies abroad

						
					

					
							
							Pitiw 

						
							
							n. game played by children, a version of American softball

						
					

					
							
							Sabungan 

						
							
							n. cockpit; cockfighting 

						
					

					
							
							Sacadas 

						
							
							n. migratory sugar farm workers, usually employed during the milling season when extra labour is required

						
					

					
							
							Stampitas 

						
							
							n. prayer pamphlets with a photograph of a saint

						
					

					
							
							Sari-sari 

						
							
							n. variety store; mom-and-pop store

						
					

					
							
							Sinda 

						
							
							n. curse

						
					

					
							
							Shut-bong 

						
							
							n. glorified form of Hide-and-Seek

						
					

					
							
							Suplada 

						
							
							adj. women who are not disposed to friendliness; haughty

						
					

					
							
							Tamad 

						
							
							adj. lazy; indolent

						
					

					
							
							Tamawo 

						
							
							n. nature spirits and deities; fairies

						
					

					
							
							Taytay Buhangin 

						
							
							n. Sand Bridge; name of a beach in Quezon Province

						
					

					
							
							Tiktik  

						
							
							n. gossip column from an Ilonggo magazine called Hiligaynon

						
					

					
							
							Thomasites 

						
							
							n. group of American teachers who travelled from the United States to the Philippines on the transport ship USS Thomas in the early 1900’s

						
					

					
							
							Tubig 

						
							
							n. water

						
					

					
							
							Victoriahanon

						
							
							n. a resident of Victorias Negros

						
					

					
							
							Yaya 

						
							
							n. woman who is paid to look after young children

						
					

				
			

			

			Phrases

			Ok lang

			It is a common expression, which literally means “just okay” or “just fine”

			 

			Nagdadalag ko lang naman sila

			They just grew up on their own

			 

			Tabi, tabi lang anay, mga amigo kag mga amiga, paki daan lang ako

			Your permission, my friends, may I please request to pass

			 

			Para sa kauunlad ng bayan, bisikleta ang kailangan.

			For the progress of the country, cycling is necessary

			 

			Para sa kauunlad ng bayan, disiplina ang kailangan

			For the progress of the country, discipline is necessary

			 

			Padaanin ninyo, padaanin ninyo

			Let them pass, let them pass

			 

			Basta ya, tama na

			Stop now, enough already

			 

			Sila doon sa Europa ay parang nalipasan ng panahon.  Yung mga gusali ang lumang-luma na, at ang ka-kaunting mga tao sa kalsada.  Ang lungkot-lungkot doon.

			Europe looks like a place that time forgot.  The buildings are so old.  There are so few people in the streets, it is all so very lonely there.

			 

			Landas ng tagumpay

			Pathway to success

			 

			Si Ma’am naman, nag highblood naman

			Here goes Ma’am again, raising her blood pressure again

			 

			Pasensiya na po

			So sorry

			 

			Ang bayan ko mahal ko

			My country, my love

			 

			Hindi baleng hindi mo ako mahalin, huwag mo lang akong hiyain

			It doesn’t matter that you don’t love me, just don’t shame me.

			 

			Libingan ng mga Bayani

			Heroes’ Cemetery
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			Notes

			
				
					1	When I talk about Filipinos, I sometimes use “we” and other times “they” depending on the degree to which I identify with the minutiae of Filipino practice or attitude. 

				

				
					2	I am using the term “modal personality” in lieu of the more popular phrase “national character” used by many social scientists because the word “personality” seems less value-laden than “character”, with its all too Victorian connotation in that a person can be defined as good or bad by virtue of his “character”, which is naturally dependent on the values of the one who does the describing. Also, “national” evokes the idea of a nation-state, to me an amorphous word. Moreover, I prefer “modal” to “average” so that extreme variations within the Philippine population are excluded from my general descriptions. These observations are all based on personal experiences without help of the structured diary of an anthropologist or the survey of a sociologist.

				

				
					3	There are several variations to this anecdote. It seems indeed that this was a favourite activity of our Lady: an account of Mary fighting on the side of the local inhabitants against an invading force is a popular story in many places all over the world, all the way back to the Battle of Lepanto in 1571. It has given rise to churches called Our Lady of Victories, including a church I would later attend at Kensington High Street in London.

				

				
					4	The day commemorates the decisive victory of Negrense rebels against the Spanish authorities and the establishment of the short-lived Republic of Negros, quashed by the arrival of the American troops several months later. The Battle of Cinco de Noviembre was won through bluff, without a single shot fired. The lightly armed rebels lined their front with “cannons” made of bamboo painted black, stacked with “cannon balls” made out of painted coconuts, and “rifles” carved out of wood. Perched at some distance in the Bishops Palace and, armed with their binoculars, the Spanish authorities decided the Philippine forces were too strong and surrendered the city without a fight.

				

				
					5	Philippine student whose expenses are paid for by the government whilst he studies abroad

				

				
					6	I have always wondered what made New Yorkers seem different from most others I would meet later; I can still smell a New Yorker a mile away. I think it is their directness, strident individualism, and their overall savvy. Russell Shorto, in his book The Island at the Center of the World: The Epic Story of Dutch Manhattan and the Forgotten Colony that Shaped America, writes that the history of the spirit of New Yorkers can be traced back to the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam of the 17th century. The colony had imbibed the religious tolerance and egalitarianism of their mother country. It didn’t matter who you were but what you could do. By the time the British renamed it New York in 1664, this formidable character was already firmly in place.

				

				
					7	Much later, with the coming of automation, votes would be immediately counted after the closing of the polls and the results electronically transmitted to the provincial and city canvassing centres. The Commission on Elections (COMELEC) would then bring them to Congress, followed by an official canvassing at the House of Representatives and the Senate. Automation would greatly lessen the incidence of election fraud, but an automated electoral process on a nationwide scale would not be enforced until 2010.

				

				
					8	German word roughly translating to ‘home’ or ‘homeland’.

				

				
					9	A Pew Global Attitude Survey conducted recently asked different Western countries what was more important: “freedom to pursue life’s goals without state interference” or “state guarantees that nobody is in need”. In Germany, 62% chose state protection as more important than freedom; in America it was 35%. It would seem that Germans would rather feel secure than feel free. Is this partly to do with Germany’s history? Little independent kingdoms were united only in the late 19th Century, ruled by an autocratic and militaristic Kaiser who, after a brief period, led his subjects into World War I, then onwards to the Nazis and World War II. Real democracy, which includes not only free elections and the rule of law, but also respect for individual freedom and liberties, and limits to the power of the state, are possibly still new ideas.

				

				
					10	It was with this intractable problem in mind that my mother and a couple of like-minded friends founded Kaayong Lawas, an NGO, (Non-Governmental Organisaiton) for the provision of primary health care services to the indigents of Victorias and the spread-out sugar farms. In the 1980s it was a two-room clinic complemented by a roving US military surplus jeep manned by a volunteer doctor and nurse. This small clinic, called Immaculate Conception Health Centre, continues operating and has since expanded. At full capacity, it can currently treat some 78 in-patients and 800 out-patients per month. Too much demand for too meager resources; nevertheless, some private donors are helping with its operations and possible further expansion.

				

				
					11	There are a number of cartoons illustrating these differences in basic temperaments, e.g. between the “Intuitives” and the “Sensors”. One is a Peanuts cartoon showing Linus and Lucy lying on a field of grass looking at clouds. Linus, an Intuitive, sees a giant smoking his pipe, to which Lucy replies, “I see rain clouds” and runs for cover just as the rain starts to pour. Linus used his intuitively broad imagination and Lucy her sense perception and the practicality it brings.

					Another cartoon shows the difference between the “Emotive” and the “Analytical”: a general and his soldiers are preparing for battle. “Show the enemy your courage and heroism,” the general exhorts his men, then asks rhetorically, “… how many of you here are brave?” To which someone calls out, “40 braves, 30 cowards and 10 undecided.”

				

				
					12	Many historians claim that World War II was simply an extension of World War I as the victors did not treat the vanquished fairly.

				

				
					13	I don’t know how many great strides corporate women have since made, but the 2017 report of the international consultancy firm McKinsey, stated that there are currently 142 Filipino women holding professional or technical jobs for every 100 men. Unfortunately, the professional field of corporate management is one of the most conservative sectors. One look can tell you that women make up a very large portion at lower to middle management levels, but men still overwhelmingly hold the most senior positions.

				

				
					14	In actuality, according to the teachings of the Church, mortal sins are not so easy to comit. They include murder, perjury, incest, slander, robbery, and other grave offences.

				

				
					15	This was very generously augmented by a “Mercedes Benz” of a pension I received after my husband’s death.

				

				
					16	An interesting story in an apocryphal text known as Protoevangelium of James tells of an old devout couple, Joaquim and Anne. God answered their prayers for a child, and Anne promised that the child born would be given as a gift to the Lord. Accordingly, at the age of three, Mary left her parents’ house to be brought up in the Temple. Under the care of holy women, she—along with seven other virgins—was entrusted to make the Veil that separated the Holy of Holies from the rest of the Temple. There she remained until aged twelve when she departed in order to fulfill her role to become the “New Temple”.

				

				
					17	To be sure, unequal distribution of wealth has been true throughout human history. Moreover, during periods of privation, it is those who are on the lower rungs of the social ladder who suffer the most as resources are concentrated in order to preserve existing structures. This in turn causes emigration among the lower classes, unless they rebel. In the case of the Philippines, privations for many have resulted in a diaspora: 12% of today’s population have emigrated abroad, primarily to the US where they constitute 20% of Asian-Americans, second only to the Chinese. 
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