Il UCLouvain

Faculté des sciences économiques,
sociales, politiques et de communication

Commission Doctorale du Domaine des Sciences Politiques et Sociales

Dealing with Natural Hazards through
Local Knowledge: The People from

Talim Island’s (Taga-Isla) Patterns of
Thought, Cosmology and the Worlds

Beyond the Human

Angelito S. Nunag

Thése présentée en vue de I'obtention du grade de docteur en sciences
politiques et sociales de I'Université catholique de Louvain

Membres du Jury

Président : Prof. Frédéric Laugrand

Promoteur: Prof. Olivier Servais

Autres Membres du Jury : Prof. Julie Hermesse (UCLouvain), co-promoteur
Prof. Serge Schmitz (Université de Liege)
Prof. Soledad Natalia Dalisay (University of the
Philippines, Diliman)

Année académique 2020-2021




UNIVERSITE CATHOLIQUE DE LOUVAIN
Faculté des sciences économiques, sociales, politiques et de communication

Place Montesquieu, 4 bte L2.05.01, 1348 Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgique | www.uclouvain.be/espo




ABSTRACT

This study is an ethnography of conversations between humans and nonhuman
entities. By conversation, I mean constant interaction and intimate relationship with
the natural surroundings over a long period of time, leading to the acquisition and
accumulation of skills, beliefs, perceptions and understandings of the physical world
through day-to-day practice and experience. It comprises conversations between the
taga-isla, the people from Talim Island, and the elements, between them and
nonhuman beings, between them and natural phenomena (masamang
panahon/bagyo), and between them, nonhuman beings and natural phenomena. It
underscores the centrality of these conversations to the performance and realization of
their way of life particularly in grappling with natural hazards. In this light, it looks
into their cognition or patterns of thought by probing the domain of the elements and
bringing to light the structure, relationships and patterns of the winds, and unveils
how these are deeply embedded and suffused into their consciousness and way of life
and vital in coming to terms with hydrometeorological phenomena and masamang
panahon, the local concept for hydrometeorological hazards. It also delves into their
ways of construing their surroundings in view of ensuing masamang panahon and
brings to the fore how resiliency is entrenched in local cosmology. In addition, it
explores their relationship with nonhuman life forms and zeroes in on the essentiality
of the latter’s behaviors in managing the said hazards. Corollary, it probes the worlds
beyond the human and the life forms that inhabit them vis-a-vis the raga-isla
themselves and their world and presents through ethnography how nonhuman life
forms may come to know things on their own, possess consciousness and
intentionality, and exercise agency- capabilities that are imperative not only in
understanding transspecies/transpersons relationships but also in grasping how the
taga-isla come to grips with masamang panahon. On this account, this study valorizes
local knowledge, as within it that conversations are contained and constantly shaped
and reformulated. In this regard, it is a study that looks into the taga-isla’s local
knowledge in view of the performance of their way of life especially in grappling with
natural hazards, underlining their cognition, world view and belief system, and their

conversations with other nonhuman life forms and the elements and weather.
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INTRODUCTION
1.1. Finding meaning for the data

It all makes sense now. When I left Talim Island in September 2017, following the
consummation of my fieldwork, I had no idea how to make sense of the enormous data that I
had gathered. Despite the anthropological theories at my fingertips, I struggled to find
meaning and coherence in the information that I collected. I spent many restless nights, with
all the data juggling in my thoughts, trying to figure out the peculiar behaviors, thinking and
approaches to life of the faga-isla-an appellation to which the people from the island of Talim
proudly affix to themselves. I was baffled by what I saw, heard and experienced.

In the times that I went fishing with the native fisherfolk, I frequently heard them
saying, ‘alam ng mga isda’, ‘the fishes know’. This declaration pertained to my apprehension
about the lack of catch in the gill nets. I was perplexed to learn that fishes were conscious of
their surroundings; hence, they deliberately avoided getting caught by swimming right in
front of the nets and stopping at a safe distance at will. I just could not comprehend how the
fishes came to know and were able to ‘swim motionlessly’ right in front of the nets- ‘nandyan
lang, nakahinto sila’, ‘they are there, at a standstill’.

I felt the same confusion and fascination about their behaviors towards other animals.
One afternoon while having our usual coffee session at the balcony of the house where I
stayed, one of my collaborators who regularly visited me directed my attention to the aberrant
behavior of a bakaw (striated heron, Butorides striatus) that was building its nest in the lower
crown of a tree not far away, something that it would not normally do. Taking this as a sign
of forthcoming bad weather, they decided to cancel our scheduled fishing trip the next day,
and in place of that, they just secured their fishing gears and boats ashore. These peculiar
relationships between the taga-isla and nonhuman life forms, which I call ‘conversations’,
play a significant role in the lives of the people of the island.

My dilemma of finding coherence in the data was further compounded by the fact that
these relationships were more than just a means to deal with natural phenomena. On many
occasions I heard them speaking, ‘mas alam ng mga hayup’, ‘animals know better (than us)’.
These relationships, hence, also acknowledge a conception of the animals that goes beyond
our accepted way of conceiving nonhuman life forms. Furthermore, this conception is
embedded in these relationships as part of their way of grappling both with nonhuman beings
and natural phenomena. No wonder, as I spent my days on the island I constantly witnessed

their peculiar behavior towards nonhuman species unfolding before my very eyes- from the



kalangay-langayan’s (swallow, Hirundo tahitica; Hirundo striolata) flight to rooster’s
crowing to frog’s croaking to snail’s gliding to worm’s slithering and the list goes on.

Moreover, their relationship with the elements added to the incoherence that was
troubling me. Similarly, they constantly interacted with the elements as they went about their
daily lives. A slight change in the movement, direction, strength and behavior of the winds
never slipped their discriminating eyes. In the kwentuhan (small talk) that I had with them,
the elements were always a mainstay, and they were always exuberant in narrating their
experiences- ‘humuhugong Prop!” ‘the wind is roaring Prof.!” It is not surprising then to learn
about their complex knowledge of the winds, coming up with names for every element there
is in their surroundings. Hence, there is Timog, the king of the winds and tamer of typhoons;
Hilaga, the forerunner of typhoons; and so on and so forth.

It took me to write more than half of my dissertation before I made sense of the data I
gathered and put coherence upon them. One glaring finding is that trans-species and human-
nature relations are at the core of the taga-isla’s lives, ushering them to a peculiar world
where humans are in continuity to nonhuman life forms that are themselves persons. These
relationships bring about a new kind of reality where the ways of the world transcend the
conventional mode of how humans look at the world and its ways. Such view is born of their
meaningful connection with nonhumans and is not fully restricted to the structure of human
understanding.

The essentiality of these relationships in the performance and realization of their way
of life especially in matters pertaining to natural hazards is undeniable. These relationships
are incorporated in their body of local knowledge, forming a stock of know-how, skills,
perceptions, beliefs and understandings. This body of knowledge, in turn, is utilized as means
to function better and to optimize their lives. In this regard, my research study looks into their
local knowledge in view of the performance of their way of life especially in grappling with
natural hazards, underlining their cognition, worldview and belief system, and their
‘conversations’ with other nonhuman life forms and the elements and weather. This is why
my dissertation is titled, “Dealing with Natural Hazards through Local Knowledge: The
People from Talim Island’s (Taga-isla) Patterns of Thought, Cosmology and the Worlds

Beyond the Human”.



1.2. Research objectives

In this light, my research study aims to bring to the fore the materiality of trans-
species and human-nature relations in understanding the peculiar way of life of the faga-isia.
Through this, it intends to come up with a narrative illustrating their genuine history and
culture, one that is reflective of their experiences, thoughts and points of view and presents
them as a social group displaying their own power and history. Moreover, it aspires to draw
attention to the importance of these relationships in understanding their resiliency and agency
especially in handling natural hazards. In this regard, it examines how resiliency is
entrenched in local cosmology, underlining their worldview and their curious relationships
with the elements and nonhuman life forms. On that account, it underscores their constant
interaction and intimate relationship with the elements and nonhuman life forms, which I call
conversation, highlighting the interconnection between their worlds.

It also looks into their cognition or patterns of thought by probing the domain of the
elements and bringing to light the structure, relationships and patterns of the winds. On this
basis, it conjectures that discussions on resiliency and adaptability to natural hazards at the
local level must begin with the unveiling of the structures of local cognition and the centrality
of transspecies relationships.

It also aims to valorize local knowledge as a legitimate way of knowing the world and
managing natural hazards. Consequently, it looks into their ways of construing their
surroundings in view of ensuing natural hazards and how strategies are formulated based on
these interpretations. On that account, it investigates the interplay between their behaviors
and the elements, and how this interplay impacts the formulation of strategies and
mechanisms for grappling with masamang panahon- the local concept for
hydrometeorological hazards. Moreover, it explores their relationship with nonhuman life
forms and brings to the fore the essentiality of the latter’s behaviors in managing the said
hazard.

In conjunction, my study intends to bring into the open the importance of exploring
the worlds beyond the human and the life forms that inhabit them in order to better
understand ourselves as humans. Accordingly, it presents through ethnography how
nonhuman life forms may come to know things on their own, possess consciousness and
intentionality, and exercise agency- capabilities that are imperative not only in understanding
their relationships with one another but also in grasping how the taga-isla come to grips with

masamang panahon.



Lastly, my research study aims to help in the formulation of policies befitting local
and indigenous communities by calling attention to the current bottom-up approach of the
government, that though acknowledges the participation of local communities, is still
choreographed by government people and academe whose ideas are undeniably inspired by
Western ontologies. Hence, the formulated policies are based on outsiders’ reality rather than
on local/indigenous reality. As such, the framing of policies and aids are designed to
undermine local cultures and epistemologies because they emerge from the understanding of
the outsiders. It is in this aspect that my study finds its place as it aims to aid in crafting
policies that cater to the real conditions of local people by bringing to the fore the essentiality

of recognizing their peculiar ways of apprehending the world and all its inhabitants.

1.3. Conceptual Frameworks

My research study draws inspiration from the works of Claude Levi-Strauss, Philippe
Descola, Vivieros de Castro, Charles Peirce and Eduardo Kohn. Accordingly, it is informed
deeply by Levi-Strauss’ structuralism that zeroes in on the underlying patterns of human
thought that create categories rather than on the categories themselves. Following Levi-
Strauss, I labored to uncover the fundamental patterns of the taga-isla’s thought. Through
this, I was able to bring into the open the basic feature, relationships, structure and system of
their cognition. In this regard, I put a premium on the mind’s parsing of the physical reality
rather than reality itself.

In addition to Levi-Strauss’ approach, I also used Philippe Descola’s ontologies
sparingly. Descola provides models for conceptualizing relationships between humans and
nonhuman entities. According to him, humans pattern the world based on whether
nonhumans are endowed with physicality and interiority. In totemic ontology, he posits that
humans and nonhumans possess physicality and interiority analogous to one another. On the
one hand, analogism asserts the dissimilarity of physicality and interiority between humans
and nonhumans, and on the other, naturalism underlines the continuity of physicality but
discontinuity of interiority of all entities. Lastly, animism inverts the ontological premises of
naturalism, as it foregrounds a continuity of souls but a discontinuity of bodies (Descola
2006, 2011, 2013, 2014). It is analogism and animism ontologies that have a particular use in
my research work.

In connection with this, I also approached my data using Vivieros de Castro’s

perspectivism that postulates that all entities are endowed with distinct perspectives with



which they view the world and its inhabitants, which includes humans, animals and other
subjectivities (gods, spirits, the dead, plants, meteorological phenomena, etc.). In other
words, the way humans see animals and these subjectivities is different from the way animals
and these subjectivities perceive humans and themselves. Vivieros de Castro argues that
perspectivism is different from animism as it puts a premium on physical discontinuity,
which enables a body to acquire a specific point of view. Drawing inspiration from
Amerindian cosmology that postulates a metaphysical continuity and physical discontinuity
between the beings of the cosmos, Vivieros de Castro, asserts that the former results in
animism while the latter in perspectivism. In this cosmology, humans, in normal conditions,
see themselves as humans, the animals as animals, and the spirits, if they see them, as spirits.
Predatory animals and spirits, on the one hand, see humans as animals (as prey), and preys,
on the other, see humans as spirits and predatory animals. Meanwhile, animals and spirits
perceived themselves as humans (Vivieros de Castro 1998, 2004, 2007).

Aside from these, my research study was influenced heavily by Charles Peirce’s ideas
(1998, 1998a, 1998b) through Eduardo Kohn’s work. Peirce brings to the fore semiotics, the
study that deals with the way signs represent things in the world. Drawing inspiration from
Peirce, Kohn posits that representation is something more than conventional, linguistic and
symbolic. By this, he means that nonhuman life forms also represent the world as humans do,
however, through different modalities. He asserts that these nonsymbolic representational
modalities are present and apparent throughout the world and that these are intrinsic to the
being of life forms- humans (together with symbolic modality) and nonhumans. In this
regard, he postulates that signs also exist well beyond the human and that both humans and
nonhumans live with and through signs (2013). In this regard, he calls on a rethinking of our
assumptions about the nature of representation, and in turn, how this rethinking alters
anthropological concepts. Consequently, Kohn calls attention to anthropology that does not
radically separate humans from nonhumans. In short, he espouses anthropology beyond the
human (2007, 2013). It is this approach of Kohn that has had an enormous impact on my
research study.

In sum, my research study is inspired by the above-mentioned approaches. It is a work
that is informed by the marriage of these conceptual frameworks, a marriage that undoubtedly
proves fruitful in making sense of my data. Nonetheless, this marriage has produced in my

research study ‘offspring’ that alter some of these approaches in one way or another.



1.4. Methodologies

At this juncture, I would like to give just an overview of the methodologies I used in
the gathering of my ethnographic materials. This is because I had the following chapter
devoted to an in-depth discussion on methodologies, underlining my experiences on the
island as I progressed with my fieldwork. In collecting the data for my dissertation I did a six-
month fieldwork in one of the barangays (municipal units) on Talim Island from March to
September 2017. During this period, I conducted participant observation on every sector and
aspect of the taga-isla’s way of life within the constraints of my conditions. As I engaged in
this endeavor I recorded, with their permission, their practices through video, audio and
written formats, carefully noting any peculiarities. In the times that permission was not
granted, I tried to account as much as possible what I heard and saw in my journal before I
went to bed.

Accordingly, I accompanied the fishers in their work from the time they deployed
their gill nets to the moment they sold their catch in the market. Similarly, I joined the
furniture makers in creating their crafts from the time they gathered their materials in the hills
until they delivered their finished products to their clients. I also spent time with the vendors
peddling stuff on the streets. Moreover, I took part in community gatherings and activities
ranging from school graduation to sports fest to beauty pageant (as a member of the panel of
judges) to town fiesta. Also, I celebrated with them during baptisms and weddings. In so
short a time, I was asked to be a ninong (godfather) to a baptism of a newborn baby and a
ninong (sponsor) to two weddings.

In addition, I also employed techniques befitting Filipino culture such as kwentuhan
(small talk) with the elders and youth whenever the situation permitted; and inuman (liquor
drinking session) with adult males. All these comprise the informal interviews that I did,
augmenting the formal ones (key informant interviews). The latter were conducted among
select faga-isla based on their age, knowledge, length of stay on the island, etc. Moreover, |
also did focus group discussions (FGDs) on several occasions in different barangays. Prior to
my six-month fieldwork, I had already frequented the island from 2015 until 2017 during
which I conducted FGDs in three barangays. Finally, I administered ethnographic (multi-
generational) workshops in three barangays in 2017. This methodology is a free-flowing
discussion that aims to elicit knowledge and experiences as said, shared and lived by the
inhabitants themselves. The workshops were conducted on five to seven consecutive days,

from morning until the afternoon with breaks in between.



Picture 1.1. The traditional altaris, a community-wide festivity a day after the celebration of
the town fiesta. This event showcases two interesting features: one, it is a day of celebration
reserved only for the faga-isla (this is because the day of the fiesta itself is devoted to visitors
from other communities); two, it is a day when they treat themselves for a year’s hard work
by engaging in lavish alcohol drinking- such festivity also serves a double purpose by
rewarding the needy on the condition that they get drunk first. Photo: Angelito Nunag (2
May 2017).

1.4.1. Ethical issues

In doing ethnography, ethical issues are a major concern. In this regard, I asked all my
collaborators if I could cite their names and use their pictures in the study. I explained the
pros and cons should they consent to my proposition. I also offered anonymity if they wish
otherwise and let them weigh up the advantages and disadvantages. Should they agree to my
proposal, I underlined the problem that might arise in the future if they have a change of heart
eventually. It was made clear to them that that would be one problem difficult to rectify once
everything was done. My proposition earned various answers and reactions. Some were
enthusiastic and immediately gave consent while others thought about it for a while.

Nevertheless, all of them eventually decided to grant me permission to cite their names and



use their pictures. In this regard, a verbal agreement was reached between me and my

collaborators.

Picture 1.2. A typical morning kwentuhan (small talk) with my informants. Kuya Tek (right)
enthusiastically shares his experience after returning from last night’s pamamanti (open water
fishing). Photo: Jom Jayo (29 December 2020).

1.5. Importance of the study

Much has been written on the coastal communities around Laguna de Bay. However,
most of these tackle the socio-economic aspect of life, underscoring the grave impact of the
proliferation of the aquaculture industry on the environment and on the way of life of the
inhabitants. Sadly, the literature that focuses solely on Talim Island is wanting especially in
matters other than socio-economic. It is high time that a study that is devoted exclusively to
the island and its people is done. One that zeroes in on their peculiar way of life, highlighting
their cognition, worldview and belief system.

The importance of my study, therefore, lies in addressing this need. It is valuable
because it brings to the table research that shies away from the typical socio-economic

studies, but rather focuses on the thought processes and cosmology of the inhabitants of




Talim Island. More importantly, it is not only a pioneering work on Talim Island but also a
new anthropological endeavor in the Philippines as it attempts to dwell on anthropology
beyond the human. In this regard, my research study also finds its worth in its contribution to
the growing ethnography on the anthropology that extends humanity to nonhuman without
losing our own humanity.

There is no denying that all anthropological studies are aimed at coming up with a
better grasp of our species and humanity. Yet, some studies, in their attempt to fulfill this
goal, end up obscuring rather than illuminating our understanding of ourselves by confining
us in the ‘meaning-filled morally loaded worlds’ (Kohn 2013) that we create, isolating us
from the rest of the world and its life forms, and from here, imposing our will and
conventions upon the latter. In so doing, these studies deliver us to a more ambiguous
understanding of ourselves, and in the process, we fall short of really grasping our humanity,
if not losing it at all. Following this new approach in the discipline called ‘anthropology
beyond the human’, I hope that my humble study does not tread the path of the above-
mentioned studies, but rather, contributes to the better understanding of what it means to be
human in a world that extends beyond us by not treating humans as exceptional, and thus,
fundamentally separate from the rest of the world. Instead, by treating humans as both

distinct from and continuous with the world beyond the human and its life forms.

1.6. Definition of terms

It is but fitting to clarify some of the terms that I used in this study to put things in
proper perspective. In the Philippines, the term ‘islander’ has unpleasant connotations; hence,
its usage in academic research has to be mindful. Accordingly, I intentionally avoided using
the term to describe the inhabitants of the island although it is a loose translation of the term
taga-isla. In the light of this, I adopted the latter to describe the populace properly, a label
that they use to describe themselves and take pride in. Literally, the term taga-isla refers to
the people from the island, where the prefix taga means from and the word isla means island.
Nonetheless, the term taga-isla does not simply refer to the people who come from the island
for it embodies their identity and values that separate them from the faga-labas, the people
from the outside. This explains their boldness in challenging me to spend the night on the
streets and to sleep in my house with doors and windows open. “Gawin mo Prop at walang
masamang mangyayari sa iyo, ang pitaka mo ay nasa bulsa mo pa din pag gising mo,” “Do it

Prof., and no harm will come to you, you will wake up with your wallet still in your pocket.”



Something that cannot be done in the mainland or city as there is no guarantee of safety and
security. This also explains why many faga-isla are apprehensive of the initiative to build a
bridge that will connect the island to the mainland for they fear that their values will be
corrupted by outsiders’ influences. Hence, the term raga-isla is more than just a label but a
badge of honor and moral standards that they wear and take pride in.

I also took caution in utilizing the terms °‘local knowledge’ and ‘indigenous
knowledge’. In the Philippines, indigenous peoples refer to a ‘group of people... who have
continuously lived as organized community on communally bounded and defined
territory...sharing common bonds of language, customs, traditions and other distinctive
cultural traits...became historically differentiated from the majority of the Filipinos’
(Republic Act No. 8371 1997: 2). In this light, indigenous knowledge pertains only to the
knowledge that is possessed by indigenous peoples. On this account, the inhabitants of Talim
Island, being members of the Tagalog ethnic group, one of the major ethnic groups in the
country, are by no means indigenous. It follows then that the knowledge they possess is not
all indigenous. Tensions and disagreements between the concepts of local and indigenous
knowledge are present in the literature. Nevertheless, initiatives have been instituted to
reconcile the two. For example, UNESCO’s programme on Local and Indigenous Knowledge
Systems (LINKS) asserts that ‘local and indigenous knowledge refers to the understandings,
skills and philosophies developed by societies with long histories of interaction with natural
surroundings’ (Hiwasaki et al. 2014:3-4). At the workshop held in March 2011, it was settled
that the term local and indigenous knowledge is ‘analogous to terms such as local knowledge,
traditional ecological knowledge, indigenous technical knowledge and endogenous
knowledge’ (2014:4).

In view of the discourse, I opted for the term ‘local knowledge’ here, which is broadly
defined as ‘localized ways in which groups of people have adapted to elements within their
physical and social environments’ (Dalisay 2014:77). The practicality of this term is fitting
because conceptually local knowledge incorporates indigenous knowledge (Burgos et al.
2011). Hence, the former goes beyond the limitations of the latter, encompassing not just the
indigenous peoples and their knowledge as defined above but also a greater number of people
living beyond a communally bounded and defined territory. In this light, local knowledge is
also found among people and communities in rural and urban areas whose knowledge is
‘acquired through practice and experience and is aware of their usefulness...” (Burgos et al.

2011:12). In other words, it is ‘what people living in an urban or rural locality know that is
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useful to them in their lives’ (Wisner 2009:1). Local knowledge in this regard is the ‘totality
of perceptions, beliefs, understandings and skills that one or more members of a community
uses or potentially uses to communicate about and manipulate the world’(2009:1). The world
here comprises the physical and built environment and the social, economic and political

environment that affect production and consumption at the local level (2009).

1.6.1. Local knowledge: a vanishing knowledge?

At this juncture, it is appropriate to make some comments on the faga-isla’s view
regarding the state of local knowledge on the island. When I first set foot in the community,
trying to establish rapport among them, I had to explain the purpose of my presence. In one
of my initial conversations with them, a middle-aged man in Barangay Bangad, upon learning
that I was after their local thought and knowledge, remarked ‘importante pa ba yan? Wala ng
katotohanan ang ganyan.” ‘Is it still important? There is no more truth to that.” His
declaration hinted at a generational gap in perception and approach to local knowledge.

In the focus group discussions and ethnographic workshops I conducted, this gap was
further magnified. Most of the participants, with the exception of the old ones (those who
were sixty-five years old and above), were one in saying that they were oblivious to the
knowledge of the older generations. When asked about the old practices that made them
persist, the middle-aged participants would always refer to their predecessors, saying ‘sabi
lang po yan ng nanay/tatay ko’ ‘that was just what my mother/father told me’, and then
followed through with a quip, ‘hindi na po namin yan alam at hindi na namin ginagawa
ngayon’, ‘we do not this anymore and we do not practice this now’. The gap between these
two generations widened even more with the succeeding generation, as the youth were totally
naive about the native thought and knowledge of their ancestors. A typical conversation in
the workshop exemplifying this follows:

Middle-aged participant: Ako po ay matanda na, pero
ngayon ko lang po narinig yan. (I am already of age,
but it is only now that I heard about that.)

Youth participant: Hindi na po namin alam yan. (We are
no longer knowledgeable about that.)

Elderly participant: Hindi na nila alam yan. Iba na ang

panahon ngayon. (They do not know that anymore.
Time has changed now.)
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This gap, however, is understandable, for the younger generations were referring to
‘sinaunang kaalaman’ (roughly translated as ‘ancient knowledge’ but is more aptly translated,
I think, as ‘knowledge that came first’ to distinguish it to ‘bagong kaalaman’, new knowledge
or ‘knowledge that came after’) and ‘matandang kaalaman’ (old knowledge or ‘knowledge of
the old people’). These terms refer to the understandings, perceptions and skills of the old
people that are acquired through a long period of practice and experience and are employed
in their day-to-day lives. Hence, °‘sinaunang kaalaman’ and ‘matandang kaalaman’
undeniably constitute local knowledge. However, these terms are time-and-generation-
specific, meaning, the knowledge and practices contained in them belong particularly to old
people. Thus, we understand the generational gap because the younger generations are not
only privy to ‘sinauna’ and ‘matandang kaalaman’ but also because they make a distinction
between the knowledge of their generation and that of the older ones.

This initiative to differentiate is attributable to external influences that were obtained
through various channels especially the ones that contained traces of Western knowledge and
technology (e.g. radio, television, social media, Internet, etc.). In view of this, the younger
generations chose to sideline ‘sinauna’ and ‘matandang kaalaman’ in favor of knowledge
acquired from the said channels. This explains why it is not uncommon among the middle-
aged and youth to hear that ‘sinauna’ and ‘matandang kaalaman’ are just ‘paniniwala’ or
‘pamahiin’ (superstitious beliefs), dismissing them as ftrivial, irrational, unreliable and
unscientific. Such pronouncement leaves the elderly lamenting:

Paano naman makikinig ang mga kabataan ngayon,
sabihin mo, ang isasagot nila, ows, di na yan totoo. Iba na
nga ang panahon ngayon.

How will the youth listen now, if you tell them about
it, they will reply, oh, that is no longer true. Time, indeed,
has changed now (Minay EW February 2017).
1.6.2. A colonized mind?

The outlook of the young faga-isla exemplifies an issue about the dominance of
Western knowledge and thought over local and indigenous. Since the Enlightenment,
naturalism-the default position of Western thought- had been regarded as rational and
objective as opposed to other means of knowing that were relegated to an inferior status.
Accordingly, other cosmologies were treated as ‘wrong, bizarre and exotic views of the world
based on primitive and childish mentalities and on irrational assumptions (Halbmayer

2012:104).” The declaration of the younger generations seems to echo this assertion.
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Indeed, the time has changed and so are the faga-isla and Talim Island. Televisions,
radios, cell phones and Internet services are commonplace nowadays. Internet shops have
sprouted all over the place, connecting them to people from all over the globe. The advent of
motorboats, on the one hand, has connected them to the mainland and the metropolis. Even
the barangays within the island that used to be isolated are now connected with one another
through the road that dissects the island. The island’s facelift still continues as cellular towers
for telecommunication are being constructed. All these, undeniably, have radically altered
and effected a new way of life reminiscent of outsider’s culture.

On the surface, it may seem that the younger generations possess a colonized mind as
evidenced by their current outlook. A closer look, however, reveals that this may not be the
case. During my stay on the island, I constantly witnessed them utilizing their extensive
knowledge of the elements in forecasting weather, juxtaposing it with the weather forecast on
national television, which is done with the help of modern inanimate equipment, technology
and computer models typical of modern scientific forecasting. Interestingly, there were times
when I observed them doing things with traces of both ‘sinauna/matandang kaalaman’ and
contemporary knowledge in their approach. This knowledge, hence, can neither be
considered ‘sinauna/matanda’ (for it has traces of the contemporary) nor contemporary (for it
bears traces of ‘sinauna/matanda’), but rather a whole new knowledge that is formed through

the synthesis of the old and new.

1.6.3. Local knowledge: a hybridized knowledge

The above discussion brings to mind the current issues on the concept of local
knowledge. It underlines that local knowledge is not closed and static but rather open and
dynamic, accommodating and adapting new knowledge through time. Its willingness to
accept new elements makes it hybridized and therefore, it is passed down to the next
generation with traces of both the old and new knowledge. This hybridization, nonetheless, is
not without tension, as new or outsider’s knowledge will always be pitted against the existing
old knowledge before amalgamating in time. Hence, we understand the younger generations’
dismissal of ‘sinauna/matandang kaalaman’ as superstitious, trivial, irrational, unreliable and
unscientific and the older generation’s lamentation over the former’s seemingly indifference.

It is also through this context that we grasp the view that local knowledge is
‘vanishing’. From the vantage point of the old folk, local knowledge is vanishing because the
younger generations are no longer practicing the old ways. From the perspective of the young

ones, on the other hand, local knowledge is vanishing because it is no longer accessible to
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Picture 1.3. Construction such as this tower of a major telecommunication company paves the
way for the influx of outsider’s influences into the island. Photo: Angelito Nunag (25 May
2017).

them in the same fashion that it was accessible to the previous generations. There is truth to
both claims, though, both are incorrect in stating that local knowledge is vanishing. The old
folk no longer see the young ones practice the local knowledge that they were used to
because what they observe is a changed version of their local knowledge. Conversely, the
young ones can no longer access the local knowledge of the old folk because what they have
is hybridized.

In view of this, one important characteristic of local knowledge then is that it is
dynamic and evolving (Dalisay 2014; Bennagen 2015; Gratani et al. 2011). Accordingly, it is
not passed on to the next generation as is, hence, it is not entirely traditional. On that account,
it is hybridized for it is combined with outside specialist knowledge (Wisner 2009). In the
Philippines, this hybridized knowledge is analogous to endogenous knowledge which is
defined as a hybrid of indigenous and local knowledge. It is based on endogenous system
which is referred to as ‘the interrelated mechanisms coming from within, using internal
resources and capacities. It includes values and practices that are of external origin but have

assimilated by local people in their way of life’ (Hiwasaki et al. 2014:10). Going back to the
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differing views of the taga-isla, local knowledge is by no means vanishing for it is evolving;

and it may seem vanished in their eyes because what they see is a hybridized knowledge.

1.7. Organization of the study

My dissertation comprises eight chapters including the introduction and the
conclusion. Here in the introduction, the rationale of the study, research objectives,
conceptual frameworks and methodologies were laid out. Also, its importance was underlined
and some clarifications were tackled.

In chapter two, which is titled ‘Study area, research collaborators and methodologies,’
I introduced my research area, the research participants or collaborators and the
methodologies that I used. In doing this, I underlined the circumstances surrounding the
execution of my research. Accordingly, I provided a context with which to better understand
my study area and my collaborators, situating Talim Island within a greater geographical area
upon which it is socially and economically connected, and describing the state of affairs of its
inhabitants. Together with these backdrops, I presented an account of the conditions under
which the data were obtained. This in-depth discussion on the methodology zeroes in on my
actual experiences in the field, underscoring my tribulations in conducting my fieldwork.
Through this, I tackled the different techniques and strategies that I employed and described
how I was compelled to modify my strategy at times to fit a particular situation.

In view of the discussions in chapter two, the following chapter entitled ‘Talim Island
and the taga-isla, the people from the island: an historical background,” provides a
comprehensive historical background of the island and an explanation of the distinction of its
inhabitants relative to the residents of the Tagalog region. In this regard, it tackles the history
of the island from colonial time until the contemporary period. It accounts the historical
experiences of the faga-isla at the hands of the Spanish, American and Japanese rulers from
the sixteenth century to the middle of the twentieth century. Also, it gives an account of their
situation in the present times. In addition, chapter three describes their peculiarity vis-a-vis
other Tagalogs in the region, underlining the variations in the spoken language and the
differences in their way of life. In the last part of this chapter, I explained the impact of
development both on the landscape of the island and on the lives of the populace.

Having provided a thorough context, I then proceeded with an examination of the
relationships between the taga-isla and the elements in chapter four. As the title suggests,

‘The realm of the elements: harmonious conflict and conflicted harmony’, I probed the
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domain of the elements as well as their relationships with one another. Hence, this chapter
looks into the nature, movements and peculiarities of the various winds that prevail on the
island. Consequently, it examines the structure, relationships and patterns of the winds and
their effects on the lives of the people on the island. Moreover, it brings to the fore how these
relationships are deeply embedded and suffused with their consciousness and way of life.
Through this, chapter four probes the fundamental feature of the raga-isla’s cognition,
underlining the importance of the mind’s parsing of the physical reality over reality itself. In
this regard, this chapter also highlights how the parsing of the physical reality influences and
shapes their dispositions, actions, strategies and agencies.

On account of the discussions in chapter four, the subsequent chapter, with a title of
‘Forewarned is forearmed: conversing with the elements and bagyo’s fellowship with the
great winds’, delves into the views, concepts, perceptions and the peculiar knowledge of the
taga-isla in grappling with sama ng panahon, kalamidad and sakuna- the local concepts that
correspond to the mainstream concept of natural hazards. In this light, chapter five looks into
the inhabitants’ ways of construing their surroundings in view of ensuing natural hazards and
how strategies are formulated based on these interpretations. Accordingly, this chapter begins
with an examination of the said local concepts and then proceeds with the populace’s
strategies in dealing with natural hazards using local knowledge of winds and bagyo. In other
words, it investigates the interplay between the behaviors of the taga-isla and the elements
and how this interplay impacts the formulation of strategies and mechanisms for grappling
with natural hazards.

Taking its cue from the preceding chapter, chapter six, which is entitled ‘Anticipating
the future: re-presenting the not-yet in the now through conversation with nonhuman life
forms’, looks into the relationship between the taga-isla and nonhuman beings such as
animals, plants and trees. Accordingly, it analyzes trans-species interaction, underlining the
substantial function of these life forms in the performance and flow of everyday life of the
inhabitants. In this regard, it zeroes in on the behaviors of these nonhuman life forms and on
their essentiality in the raga-isla’s way of dealing with natural hazards. In addition, it
explores how they incorporate the ‘agency’ of nonhuman life forms into their own
dispositions as a means of grappling with natural phenomena. On this account, this chapter
paves the way for the discussions on nonhuman agency and local cosmology and thought in

the succeeding chapter.
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As indicated above, the previous chapter serves as a launching pad for the discussions
in the following chapter. In this light, chapter seven, which is entitled ‘Worlds beyond the
human: communication, representation and agency in other nonhuman life forms’, explores
an unconventional way of conceiving ourselves by extending qualities that define humanity
to nonhuman life forms. Hence, it examines the worlds beyond the human and the life forms
that inhabit them vis-a-vis us and our world. In addition, it presents through ethnography how
nonhuman life forms may come to know things on their own and analyzes how this capability
is vitally important in understanding the relationship of the inhabitants and nonhuman
species. Taking this into account, this chapter probes trans-species conversations and their
significance in the performance of the taga-isla’s everyday life particularly in matters
pertaining to natural hazards. Consequently, it looks into the ability of nonhuman species to
use representation and possess a sense of purpose and future. In this light, it brings to the fore
the idea that agency exists in the world beyond the human and is exercised by other
nonhuman life forms as well.

Finally, the results of my research study are presented in the last chapter. In the
conclusion, I brought to the fore the idea of understanding ourselves better as human beings
by moving beyond the conventions that define who and what we are. I underlined the
significance of exploring species and realms that extend beyond the human in order to grasp
more sensibly what it really means to be human. I did this by showcasing the way of life of
the faga-isla and the essentiality of their relationship with nonhumans in the fulfillment of
their lives. Accordingly, this chapter gives prominence to the merit of valorizing local
knowledge and calls for the reappraisal of the value of local cosmology and thought vis-a-vis
Western thought. In this regard, it highlights the indispensability of local knowledge and
cognition in the realization of the taga-isla’s way of life especially in matters pertaining to

natural hazards.
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Picture 1.4. The participantsof the etgraphié workshop that 1 conducted in Barangay
Sapang where I also did my fieldwork. Photo: Angelito Nunag (4 March 2017).

Picture 1.5. After a session, the focus group discussion participants in Barangay Janosa strike
a pose for posterity. Photo: Angelito Nunag (6 September 2015).
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CHAPTER 11
STUDY AREA, RESEARCH COLLABORATORS AND METHODOLOGIES

In any study undertaken by a researcher, the circumstances surrounding the execution
of the research are of the essence, as only through these that the research can be fully
understood. It is, therefore, imperative to lay down the conditions upon which it is conducted,
taking into consideration the study area vis-a-vis the greater geographical area upon which it
is situated, paying attention to the state of affairs of its inhabitants, and describing the
methods in the collection of materials and data. In doing ethnographic research, it is
indispensable to tackle the backdrops upon which the study area and the research
collaborators are set and to give an account of the conditions under which ethnographic
material is obtained.

Accordingly, this chapter tackles the contexts of the study area and its populace with
whom I had the privilege to collaborate and describes the ethnographic methodologies I used
in the gathering of data. It situates Talim Island within the towns of Binangonan and Cardona
in Rizal province, and within the lake of Bay (more popularly known as Laguna de Bay, also
as Laguna Lake) and its surrounding provinces where it is geographically, economically and
socially connected; and looks into the state of affairs of its inhabitants. In addition, it lays
down the conditions under which the ethnographic materials were collected and observations
were made. In this regard, the chapter begins with a discussion on Talim Island vis-a-vis
Laguna de Bay and the municipalities of Binangonan and Cardona that have jurisdiction over
it. After which, the chapter proceeds with a comprehensive discussion on the methodology,
highlighting the circumstances under which the research was done. On that account, it zeroes
in on my actual experiences in the research site, underlining my tribulations on the island as I
embarked on my journey to grasp the native’s point of view.

It is important to describe the methodology used in conducting the research study,
outline the different strategies employed and explain how each one came out to be. In his
work titled Argonauts of the Western Pacific, Bronislaw Malinowksi underlines the
importance of describing the methods used in the collecting of the ethnographic material
([1922] 1961). He emphasizes the indispensability of describing the conditions under which
the observations were made and information collected. For him, the only ethnographic
sources that are of unquestionable scientific value are the ones ‘in which we can clearly draw

the line between, on the one hand, the results of direct observation and of native statements
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and interpretations, and on the other, the inferences of the author based on his common sense
and psychological insight’ ([1922] 1961:13).

In the light of this, the section on methodology accounts my experiences in doing my
ethnographic fieldwork from the time I set foot on the island, make the first contact with the
taga-isla, be treated with indifference and suspicion, establish rapport, strategize and adapt to
a particular circumstance, modify the approaches I use, until the moment I leave the island
with a heavy but happy heart, feeling that somehow I have finally been accepted and
embraced by the people of Talim Island as one of their own. It recounts my tribulations, the
different stages that I have to go through, the processes that I need to endure and the changes
that I must embrace. Consequently, it describes the different strategies that I used for a
particular condition and how each one came to be. It records my failures and successes in the
field as I labor to capture the elusive native point of view, which I believe is only achieved if
willingly given by the natives themselves by accepting the ethnographer as their own kind.

Such a feat is only realized by subjecting oneself to the processes illustrated above.

2.1. Situating the study area and research collaborators

Any area that is a subject of a research study has to be situated within a greater area
where it is located and connected geographically, socially and economically in order to see
the circumstances that might influence it. Providing a context, hence, is essential to come up
with proper grounds with which to view the study area, giving us, in turn, a sound and deeper
understanding of it. In view of this, it is but fitting to tackle Talim Island in relation to the
lake and the provinces encircling it, and to the nearby Metro Manila as the island is linked to
these places socially and economically.

In this regard, the following discussion focuses on the island vis-a-vis the lake and the
municipalities of Binangonan and Cardona. It begins with the description of the biophysical
features of Laguna de Bay, situating the island in the process in the wider context of the
towns surrounding the lake and of the Metropolitan Manila. Undeniably, the lake links the
island with the outside ‘world’ and vice-versa. The discussion then zeroes in on the
municipalities of Binangonan and Cardona in Rizal province and sets the island in the
restricted context of the towns administering it, putting it in place politically and
geographically. A discussion of the island itself then follows, underlining the etymology and

geo-socio-political features.

20



After which the specific study sites where the research was conducted are tackled,
highlighting the factors that influenced their selection. Finally, the discussion ends with a
description of the socio-economic conditions of the people. Accordingly, the current state of
affairs of the faga-isla is explored, paying attention to the sorry state of the basic services in
the community. Moreover, their main livelihoods are looked into vis-a-vis the technological,

economical and geographical changes brought about by these livelihoods.

2.1.1. Laguna de Bay, the municipalities of Binangonan and Cardona and Talim Island

Talim Island, though geographically isolated, is politically, economically and socially
connected to Metro Manila and the provinces surrounding Laguna Lake. This link is
facilitated by the essential role of the lake in the political, economic and social life of the
communities in and around it. As the main source of livelihood, there is no doubt that the
lake permeates the daily life and consciousness of the faga-isla. Their catch is brought to the
metropolis and nearby towns; creating a social and, more importantly, economic link between
the island and these localities. Accordingly, the lake plays a major role in the execution and

framing of their everyday life as evidenced by their daily routines, dispositions and beliefs.

2.1.1.a. Laguna de Bay

Named after Bay, a town in the province of Laguna, Laguna de Bay', also known as
Laguna Lake, is the largest and most important lake among the 216 lakes in the Philippines,
with a surface area of 900 km?when it is at its average highest elevation of 12.50 meters.
Conversely, the area is reduced to 760 km? when it is at its average lowest elevation of 10.50
meters. It is the third-largest freshwater lake in Southeast Asia covering almost one-half of
the 190,000 hectares total area of all existing lakes in the Philippines (LLDA 2016; Santos-
Borja and Nepomuceno 2006). Such vastness accounts for the taga-isla’s, especially among
elders’, perception and regard to the lake as laot or dagat, roughly translated as open sea and
sea respectively (Nunag fieldnotes 2017). Such characteristic of the lake has always been
outstanding that even in the accounts of European travelers during Spanish colonization the
immense size of the lake was noted. Dr. Jean Mallat, a French physician-author who thrice

voyaged the Philippines in the early 19 century observed that ‘The water of Laguna de Bay,

! Laguna de Bay, which translates to Lake of Bay (pronounced as Ba.i [bat]), is often erroneously
called Laguna de Bay (ber), mispronouncing the word Bay as bay, meaning a broad inlet of the sea,
akin to Manila Bay, where the land curves inwards. Such mistake can be attributed to its proximity to
Manila Bay. Laguna de Bay, however, is a lake, not a bay in this regard.
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that because of its vast expanse we have also called the Bay Sea’ (underscoring mine) (Mallat
1846:116).

Laguna de Bay is bordered by the Sierra Madre mountain ranges on the northeast, the
Caliraya volcanic plateau on the east, mountains of Laguna and Batangas including Mt.
Banahaw and Mt. Makiling on the south and southeast (LLDA 2016). Notwithstanding its
huge size, it is one of the shallowest, with an average depth of 2.5 meters. It has a total water
volume of 3.2 billion cubic meters (3.2 km?) with a shoreline of 220 kilometers that outlines
three distinct bays; namely the West Bay, Central Bay and East Bay that merge towards the
south. Talim Island separates the West and East Bays. Meanwhile, a fourth bay, called South
Bay, is referred to along the southwestern towns of Laguna province (LLDA 2016; Santos-
Borja and Nepomuceno 2006).

Its watershed comprises sixty-six local government units (LGUs) that are grouped
into five provinces, forty-nine municipalities and twelve cities, and has an area of 2,920 km?
excluding the lake itself (Santos-Borja and Nepomuceno 2006). It extends over the provinces
of Rizal and Laguna, the large portion of the National Capital Region (NCR) and parts of the
provinces of Cavite, Batangas and Quezon. There are about 100 rivers and streams that drain
into the lake, twenty-two of which are considered significant river systems. There is only one
outlet though, the Napindan Channel that drains the lake waters to Manila Bay through the
Pasig River. In 1982 the Napindan Hydraulic Control Structure (HCS) was built to control
the outflow to Manila Bay and the backflow of saline water and pollution from the Pasig
River (LLDA 2016; Santos-Borja and Nepomuceno 2006). Such initiative of the government
was met with hostility by the fisherfolk, arguing that the controlled backflow of saline water
would hamper the growth of the fish, which in turn would result in low harvest and economic
deprivation (T. Arambulo, personal communication, June 24, 2017).

The apprehension of the fisherfolk is not without a basis. During the backflow of the
Pasig River, the lake water turns brackish, resulting in high chloride concentration. The
normal chloride concentration ranges between 250-350 mg/L, however, it shoots up to 4, 000
mg/L at sustained Pasig River backflows. This phenomenon is favored by the fisherfolk
because ‘higher salinity improves the lake’s transparency by the flocculating effect of saline
water on the suspended colloidal particles in the water column. Subsequently, an abundance
of phytoplankton follows’ (Santos-Borja and Nepomuceno 2006: 226). Meanwhile, the pH
balance of the lake depends on the season. During summer, it is usually 10 but drops to 7.6

when cool months come; the average, however, is 8.5. In terms
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Map 2.1. Map of Rizal province in 1933 showing Laguna de Bay, Talim Island, and the
neighboring towns. Taken from Rizal Provincial Directory, 1934.

of turbidity, the water has average dissolved oxygen of 10.5 parts per million or ppm. During

typhoon season, wind action causes severe turbidity due to the suspension of bottom

sediments (LLDA 2016). In the time of the dry season, on the one hand, the water level

becomes lower than that of Manila Bay, allowing seawater to flow into the lake at high tide.
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It is during this time that the Pasig River becomes a tributary. On the other hand, the lake
climbs to its maximum level between September and November and then drops to the lowest
level in May or June by an average of 1.7 meters (LLDA 2016; Santos-Borja and
Nepomuceno 2006).

2.1.1.b. The municipalities of Binangonan and Cardona in Rizal Province

The municipality of Binangonan in Rizal province derived its name from the Tagalog
word binangonan, which literally means ‘a place where something or someone has risen’
(Jocano et al. 1976:17; Municipality of Binangonan Official Website [MBOW] n.d.). It lies
between the foothills of Sierra Madre Mountain and the northeastern part of Laguna de Bay,
and bounded by Angono on the north, Cardona on the east, Morong and Teresa on the
northeast and by Laguna de Bay on the southeast (MBOW n.d.). It is approximately thirty-
seven kilometers away from Manila, twenty-four kilometers away from Pasig and fifteen
kilometers away from the seat of government of Rizal province (Jocano et al. 1976; MBOW
n.d.). It has a total land area of 7, 270 hectares, which is divided into the mainland and Talim
Island with a land area of 5, 820.55 hectares and 1, 449.45 hectares respectively. It is
composed of a total of forty barangays, twenty-three of which belong to the mainland while
seventeen go with the island (MBOW n.d.). The etymology of the names of all the barangays
from Tayuman to Talim, except for Janosa, indicates their existence prior to Spanish
colonization as evidenced by their Tagalog moniker. The commerce and industry in the
municipality revolve around steel fabrication, fishing, balut (a boiled fertilized duck egg) and
tinapa (smoked fish) making and bamboo handicrafts such as sala sets, beds, stools, huts and
cottages (MBOW n.d.). In the 1970s, however, agriculture was the main livelihood in the
municipality where both sides of the national road were planted with rice. The extent of the
farming was great that ‘one side of the cultivated area extends to the northeastern hills; on the
opposite side, the rice fields hug the shoreline of Binangonan’ (Jocano et al. 1976: 17).

The municipality of Cardona, on the one hand, is located along the northern shores of
Laguna de Bay and about forty-two kilometers east southeast of Manila. It is bounded by
Morong on the north, Binangonan on the west and Laguna de Bay on the south and east
(Jocano et al. 1976; Municipality of Cardona Official Website [MCOW] n.d.). Unlike
Binangonan, Cardona derived its name from the Spanish term caldo, which means native rice
broth. It has a total land area of 1,927.32 hectares and comprises a total of 18 barangays,

eleven of which are on the mainland while seven are on the island (MCOW n.d.). Due to its
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rough and uneven topography farming is discouraged (Jocano et al. 1976), compelling the
residents to turn to the lake for their livelihood. As such, Cardona is basically a fishing
community where the majority of its inhabitants rely solely on fishing as their main source of
livelihood. As of 2009, about 1,052.92 hectares of the municipality’s lake waters are
occupied by fish pens and cages where bangus (milkfish), tilapia and bighead carp are
cultured and produced (MCOW n.d.).

2.1.1.c. Talim Island

Talim is an island in the middle of Laguna de Bay that is under the jurisdiction of two
municipalities in the province of Rizal; namely Binangonan and Cardona. It is the largest and
most populated of the nine islands within the lake that separates the West and Central Bays
(Santos-Borja and Nepomuceno 2006). Owing to its dagger-like shape, the island was named
Talim, the Tagalog term for a blade. It is located southeast of Manila, the country’s capital,
and about an hour’s drive from the metropolis via Binangonan. It is separated from the
mainland (Binangonan) by Diablo Pass or Navotas Strait (Office of the Municipal Planning
and Coordinator, Municipality of Binangonan [OMPC] n.d.), and can be reached through a
thirty to forty-minute ferry ride from the port of the said municipality. It has a low-elevation
range covered with bamboos, the highest point of which (Mount Tagapo or Bundok ng
Susong Dalaga®) is 438 meters in elevation. Below, big fish pens owned by foreigners and
Manila-based businessmen as well as small fish cages owned by the well-off taga-isia
surround the island (Nunag fieldnotes 2017). Moreover, it comprises the following islets-
Pulong Ithan, Bunga, Malahi and Pulong Gitna.

Socio-politically, it is composed of twenty-four barangays, seventeen of which are
under the authority of the local government of Binangonan, while the remaining seven are
administered by the municipality of Cardona (OMPC n.d.). Each barangay is situated along
the shoreline with hills rising up behind it. These communities used to be geographically
isolated from one another due to natural barriers but with the construction of the road, which
the residents call ‘highway’, in recent years they are now connected to one another. Still,
some barangays especially those in the south of the island are isolated as this ‘highway’ is

inaccessible to them (Nunag fieldnotes 2017).

2 Susong Dalaga means maiden’s bosom. It was named as such due to the shape of its peak that
resembles the breast of a young woman. However, according to the taga-isla it was renamed Mount
Tagapo by a Belgian missionary who found the term offending to sensibilities. They had it differently
though. For them, the old name symbolizes innocence, virginity and youthfulness typical of them and
their place.
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Map 2.2. Map showing Talim Island in the middle of Laguna de Bay (Laguna Lake) vis-a-vis
the surrounding provinces and the metropolis. Source: maps.google.com. Map modified and
scaled by Julia Giezl Nunag.

2.1.2. Study sites

The focus of my study is, nonetheless, just Binangonan, the western side of the island,
specifically the three barangays; namely Bangad, Janosa and Sapang. All the coastal
barangays belonging to Binangonan, however, are physically isolated from one another due
to natural barriers, allowing each one to evolve its peculiarity. This isolation has prevailed
because of the poor network of roads on the island. Out of the seventeen barangays, only six
(from Bangad to Buhangin to Janosa to Kaytome to Gulod to Sapang) have concrete roads
connecting each other. The rest, despite the presence of concrete roads in their communities,
are only accessible on foot (OMPC n.d.).

The selection of barangays Bangad, Janosa and Sapang as the sites of my study is
prompted by various pertinent factors. Geographically, the three barangays are relatively
close to one another, located in the middle part of the island, and connected physically
through the concrete road that zigzags the very heart of these localities. Economically, they
all rely on fishing in the open water or pamamanti, a technique using gill net technology or
panti (the stress is on the second syllable, pan.ti’), and on aquaculture as the primary source

of livelihood. In addition, each one has an alternate subsistence that supplements fishing
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especially in times of ‘nagdamot ang dagat’, ‘the sea turned mean’. Sapang and Janosa are
engaged in bamboo furniture making while Bangad is involved in producing kaing or woven
bamboo baskets, and bamboo sticks for barbecue. Further, their distinct characteristics have
also influenced my choice. In terms of land area, they are three of the biggest barangays:
Janosa with a land area of 174. 3314 hectares, Sapang with 112. 0725 hectares and Bangad
with 109. 5081 hectares. Corollary, Janosa is perceived as one of the wealthiest barangays,
whereas, Sapang is acknowledged as progressive due to its thriving fishing and cottage

industries, while Bangad is viewed as one of the impoverished (Nunag fieldnotes 2017).

2.1.3. Socio-economic profile

The social and economic conditions on these barangays are reflective of the situations
on the whole island. Just like the sorry state of the road, other lifelines are no different at all.
Most of the barangays do not have adequate water supply as they rely only upon artesian
wells. Worse, there is not enough well for every community. There are also no doctors and
hospitals on this side of the island, prompting the faga-isla to just make fun of their plight:
‘Dito pag inatake ka, patay ka!’ ‘Here, if you encounter an emergency, you are good as
dead!’(Nunag fieldnotes 2017). Fortunately for Barangay Sapang, volunteer doctors from
Europe visit time and again through the efforts of a foreign Catholic organization based in the
community. Health centers are neither reliable because they lack medical personnel and
supplies (OMPC n.d.). The lone lying-in clinic in barangay Gulod is a testimony to this
plight. Meanwhile, the presence of electricity is offset by a poor telecommunication system;
there is no landline and the signal for cellular phones is intermittent. Access to education is
also limited. Although nearly all barangays have public elementary schools, there are only
two public secondary schools on this side of the island; the biggest of these is Janosa High
School.

There are two main livelihoods here, fishing and cottage industry. The former is done
in two ways: open water fishing with the use of gill net technology and aquaculture. Both of
these have altered the manner in which fishing is carried out. The introduction of gill net
technology has replaced the traditional technique that made use of local materials such as
bamboo nets. The proliferation of aquaculture, on the one hand, has limited the fisherfolk
within the confines of their fish cages and compelled them to limit the fish species to the ones
that easily yield profit. When conducting open water fishing, the fisherfolk travel great
distances to look for better fishing areas. After finding the ideal fishing grounds, the fishers

deploy their gill nets before heading back home. Late in the afternoon, they return to tend to
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their nets before retrieving them at dawn and then head to the port to sell their catch. On the
other hand, the fish cages are tended for a longer period, usually six months, before

harvesting them for profit.

Picture 2.1. Even before the first light, a mamanti (fisherfolk) attends to his panti’(gill nets)
in the hope of a good catch. Photo: Angelito Nunag (06 September 2017).

The latter, meanwhile, comprises the manufacture of bamboo furniture, cages for
fighting cocks and barbecue sticks, which they peddle in the nearby towns. This industry
involves every member of the household, the occupation where women are mainly involved.
It serves as an alternate livelihood for the fisherfolk who while away time by making
furniture as they wait for the time to come to tend their nets. During the times that the lake
turns mean, ‘nagdamot ang dagat’, it becomes the primary source of income for the taga-isla.

There is one subsidiary livelihood, though, employed by those who reside on the
mountain. These inhabitants subsist by consuming and selling fruits harvested from the fruit-

bearing trees that they either planted or happened to grow in their land. Others, on the one
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hand, manage to maintain a small plantation of either banana or cassava (balingoy) to
augment their income. Interestingly, the plantations are by-products of the changes in
weather conditions, which in turn, led to the disappearance of rice fields on the island, and of
the proliferation of aquaculture in the lake.

Ultimately, their two main subsistence strategies necessitate the cultivation of bamboo
all over the island. This activity is responsible for the radical transformation of the landscape
as well as the lake. Consequently, the whole island has practically turned into a bamboo
forest as this species colonized the hills and the mountain through aggressive human planting,
replacing and eradicating the plants and trees that are endemic to the island. The lake scene is
no different as it mirrors the landscape. The proliferation of the aquaculture industry
precipitates the construction of fish cages and pens in the lake whose main material is
bamboo. A great number of these have resulted in the littering of bamboos in the lake,
standing like silts in the water.

The ultimate effects, however, of all these changes- introduction of new fishing
technology, the proliferation of aquaculture, thriving of cottage industry, massive planting of
bamboos and conversion of rice fields into banana or cassava plantations- are reflected in the
metamorphosis of the community into three distinct spheres, each one having its own social,
economic and cultural distinctions. Consequently, there is an area in the mountain that is
distinguished by the plantations and is populated by farmers. In the middle, there is the
section where the cottage industry is thriving, and furniture makers dominate. The coastal
segment, meanwhile, is associated with fishing and aquaculture and is inhabited by the
fisherfolk. The demarcation, nonetheless, is not fixed and restricted as each one overlaps with

one another.
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Picture 2.2. The hills that are covered with bamboos stand against the background of Mt.
Tagapo. Photo: Angelito Nunag (07 July 2017).
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The Main Livelihoods of the Taga-isla

Pamamanti (Open water fishing)

Picture 2.3. All by his lonesome, a mamanti’s life is a sweet sacrifice for his family. He
leaves his family at three o’clock in the morning to tend his panti and comes back at eight
o’clock to offer his earnings to his loved ones. Photo: Angelito Nunag (6 September 2017).
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Aquaculture (Fish cages)

Picture 2.4. A son helps his father in harvesting fingerlings from their fish cage, an endeavor
that requires familial bond and cooperation to ensure its success. Photo: Angelito Nunag (17
June 2017).
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Illustration 2.1 Illustrations of a fish cage and a fish pen. Note the difference in the number of
posts used in securing the nets. The former requires a smaller number of posts compared to
the latter, indicating a huge discrepancy in size (the area of a cage ranges from 75m? to one
hectare while a pen’s area ranges from 5 hectares [for medium players] to 25 hectares [for big
players]). A typical taga-isla can only own a cage as the pens are only for the mayayaman,
wealthy. Illustration: Nazario Antonil (10 January 2017).
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Cottage Industry (Bamboo Furniture Making)

Picture 2.5. Bamboo furniture making has been a dependable source of income by the raga-
isla, keeping them afloat especially when nagdamot ang dagat, the sea turned mean. Photo:
Angelito Nunag (22 April 2017).
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Picture 2.6. Women are actively involved in bamboo furniture making. The cottage industry
thrives on Talim Island as an alternate livelihood. Photo: Angelito Nunag (07 July 2017).
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2.2. Methodology

Before I embark on my fieldwork on Talim Island, I have heard a colleague
commenting that it would not be as difficult for me as it is for others who have done
ethnography in a totally strange place where people speak a different language from theirs
because I speak and understand the native tongue of my informants. I wish there is truth to
that. I wish his words are reflective of what is really in store for me on the island for that
would have spared me of my, in the words of Malinowski, tribulations.

From the moment I set foot on the island, however, it immediately came to me that
my wish would just remain a wish. I realized right away that speaking the language of the
taga-isla did not guarantee a walk in the park. I knew there and then that I would not be
spared of the afflictions accompanying fieldwork, just as I had wished for in the beginning.

And so, in February 2015, the day of reckoning has finally come.

2.2.1. Ethnographic fieldwork

2.2.1.a. The Invisible Visible Anthropologist

Armed with the ethnographic methodologies learned in the classroom, I embarked on
my fieldwork on the island in February 2015. In the beginning, I was determined to use all
the techniques I learned to come up with a scientific description of the taga-isla and their
culture. My mindset was simply that employing these ethnographic approaches in the field, as
learned in the classroom, would yield an emic perspective. Besides, I spoke and understood
their language, so said my colleague. As I went about my daily life on the island, however, I
learned that following these techniques to the letter was simply not enough, not appropriate at
times, impractical and even ineffective. It was a learning process again as I carefully and
tediously applied, twisted, modified and even circumvented a particular ethnographic
technique in order to fit certain circumstances and eventually come away feeling
accomplished that I was able to grasp the native point of view.

On the first day that I set foot on the island, the first thing I realized was that speaking
their language did not put me in a better position. I fathomed out that such privilege was a not
ticket to their world, giving me the right to mess around with their affairs. It immediately
came to me that I was an intruder and they wasted no time in letting me feel that I was an
outsider and that I did not belong. Certainly, I spoke in the vernacular but every time I started
a conversation I was met with indifference, and one by one, they slipped away. Those who

managed to stay for a while cunningly made me feel of their suspicion to every word I said.
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Wherever I went I could feel the look in their eyes literally pierced my skin, but swiftly and
wittingly shifted away from looking at me the moment I caught them. In their parlance, they
were ‘mainit ang tingin’, roughly translated as ‘a keen look’, which meant they were closely
keeping me under surveillance, examining every detail of me, every move and every
intention intently behind my back. And so, despite closely observing me in private, they
made sure that I felt I did not belong in their world in public. It was, on the one hand, as if I
was not there as they went about their everyday life, but on the other hand, I occupied a
critical space in their exclusive and private lives, talking about me in secret. It was their
means of not letting their guard slip, a defensive posture that they adopted to protect
themselves from intruders like me. It was their genius that I could not help but admire.

And so, I went about my daily life on the island. They, on the one hand, tackled their
everyday affairs oblivious to my presence. It was during these times that I felt I was in tune
with the great anthropologist who did his fieldwork in Bali, Indonesia and felt he was a
nonperson, specter and invisible man (Geertz [1973] 2000). Yet, unlike this anthropologist,
I was not just invisible. This was because I was also simultaneously being watched keenly in
secret. While on the island, I assumed a persona that was born out of their behavior towards

me; | was the invisible visible anthropologist.

2.2.1.b. The Filipino Foreigner

In January 2017, I went back to the island to conduct ethnographic workshops in
barangays Janosa and Bangad. I was accompanied by two Belgian anthropologists, one of
which was my adviser for my doctoral dissertation. Though they were used to seeing white
people on the island - Europeans, especially Belgians had taken root in barangay Sapang
through a catholic organization called San Damiano - the presence of my companions still
caught the discerning eyes of the inhabitants. While fixing the venue for the workshop, some
of them cautiously approached me and inquired about the event. I maximized the opportunity
to establish a good rapport with them and answered politely in the vernacular. My answer
came as a complete surprise for they were not expecting to hear me speaking their language.
One of the youths inquired, ‘Bakit ka nagsasalita ng Tagalog?’ ‘Why do you speak Tagalog?’
Similarly, his question took me by surprise. I was not expecting him or the group to have
mistaken me for a foreigner. I replied, ‘Eh kasi Pilipino naman ako.” ‘It is because I am

Filipino.” A middle-aged woman in the group quipped, ‘Oo nga, Pilipino naman siya.’
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‘Indeed, he is a Filipino.” But she was also quick to interject, ‘Pero bakit nga siya nagta-
Tagalog?” ‘But why does he really speak Tagalog?’ And then they left me in astonishment.

When the workshop session for that day ended, I made an effort to rekindle my
conversation with the said group. Though I was anxious to know what compelled them to
regard me as such, a matter that would certainly interest any anthropologist, I saw to it that
they would not be intimidated in my probing. I had to strategize, modify and come up with a
novel approach befitting the situation. It would be futile to wear my academic hat before this
equally curious group who was also eager to probe me. I felt that applying to the letter the
ethnographic techniques 1 learned in the classroom would be pointless in this instance for
they had already me seen as someone of stature by leading and facilitating the workshop.
Consequently, I had to remove my academic hat, leave the pen and notebook behind, assume
a different role and adopt a different methodology. Before them, I had to level the playing
field by projecting as naive as possible and showing my eagerness and sincerity to learn from
them. What better way to do this than to subject myself to their kwentuhan, a simple and
casual chat? Soon I learned that kwentuhan was an effective strategy for it was devoid of
academic pretense. The kwentuhan was an exercise, a performance that allowed everyone
involved to loosen up and release inhibitions by putting everybody on equal footing. Through
this, everybody became both the teased and the teaser who hurled jokes on everyone at will, a
good way of establishing rapport and building trust and camaraderie.

And so, my probing began. I inquired if my association with the Belgians led to their
thinking that I was also one. The youth who previously asked me the question promptly
replied, ‘Certainly not.” He added that, in agreement with the others, I certainly did not look
like my Belgian companions. My features were, according to them, undeniably Filipino.
Their answer perplexed me further and compelled me to dig deeper. So, I asked them why
they were so surprised to hear me speak Tagalog. I inquired, ‘Is a Filipino not supposed to
speak in the vernacular?” They told me that my looks were indeed Filipino, but I was a
different kind of Filipino. They explained that grey hair for someone as young as me was
uncharacteristically Filipino. I was a middle-aged man, old enough to be their father and to
possess grey, but many, in the past, had said that I did not look my age. In fact, the middle-
aged woman in the group did not even suspect that we were of the same age. And so, they
thought I was really younger than what I should really be. I did not bother to reveal my age
for I was so engrossed with their ideas. Oblivious to my real age, they expounded that

Filipinos as young as me possessed certain traits, one of which was black hair. I realized that
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for them, people were categorized in a certain and fixed way. So strict was this classification
that a slight deviation would mean an aberration. Hence, I was a Filipino, but, according to
them, a Filipino foreigner. Their explanation was both enlightening and rewarding for an
ethnographer like me doing his stuff in the field. At that moment I felt I was able to break
into their consciousness, giving me a vantage point of their world. A good starting point to
achieving my objective of grasping the ‘native’s point of view, his relation to life ... his

vision of his world’ (Malinowski [1922] 1961: 24).

2.2.1.c. The Fugitive or Police Asset?

On 16 March 2017, I started to live in Barangay Sapang to conduct six-month
fieldwork that lasted until 18 September 2017. Though I had frequented the island in the past
two years doing focus group discussions and workshops, I was not spared the
‘Ethnographer’s tribulations’ (Malinowski [1922] 1961) on my first days. It brought back the
same harrowing experiences of the day I set foot on the island. I was the invisible visible
anthropologist all over again. I was a Filipino foreigner who did not belong. As I roamed the
community trying to touch base with the taga-isla, I was ignored and met with indifference.
This is not to say, however, that they were rude, ill-mannered and insolent. Make no mistake,
the taga-isla were, by all means, the opposite. I fully understood that it was just a defensive
posture to protect themselves from intruders like me. And so, I was dealt with as if I was not
there, unreal, ‘a cloud or a gust of wind’ (Geertz [1973] 2000: 497). Wherever I went I still
felt the look in their eyes literally pierced my skin. Paranoia set in. I was so anxious thinking
that they were talking behind my back.

It was the height of the war on drugs of the Duterte administration when I settled in
the community. It reached my knowledge that I was suspected of either a fugitive or a police
asset. At that moment, I felt the scrutiny towards me intensified. Consequently, I became
more cautious in my moves and was compelled to strategize. Immediately after that, I
frequented the inuman® or liquor drinking sessions of those whom I thought most suspicious
of me. It was a painstaking process because I had to expose myself to imminent danger,
fearing that too much liquor would drive them wild and vent their ill-feeling on me. After
numerous sessions, they finally spoke about their suspicion of me. A middle-aged man, but

older than me, whom they called koronel (colonel), opened up the matter. It must have been

3 Inuman, from the Tagalog word inom, which means to drink. The faga-isla engage in inuman or
liquor drinking session to loosen up after a day’s work.
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the effects of too much drink, he put his arm over my shoulder and delivered his piece. He
introduced himself as a military colonel. He said that he had already done a background
check on me and I passed. He bragged that he went around the community, asking everyone
if there was an instance that I had shown bad manners. Upon learning that there was none, he
concluded that I was ‘clean’, and so there was no way that I could be a fugitive or a police
asset. I was baffled by his explanation because, to my mind, the politeness could never
ascertain if one was a fugitive or a police asset. The colonel’s reasoning left me perplexed for

days until the ethnographer’s magic came.

2.2.1.d. The Ethnographer’s Magic and Magic Moment

The ethnographer’s magic, according to Malinowski, is the means by which the
ethnographer is able to ‘evoke the real spirit of the natives, the true picture of tribal life’
(1922:14). It entails, however, systematic application of rules of common sense and well-
known scientific principles. In the field, it is what every ethnographer wants to possess. But
like in any magical show, the possession of exceptional talent, though it is the most important
requisite, needs perfect timing to execute a flawless performance. Such timing is, by itself,
magical for it allows the skill to be executed in an efficient manner. In the field, this point in
time or the so-called ethnographer’s ‘magic moment’ (Geertz [1973] 2000) may or may not
come. It is a moment when the whole village, in the words of Geertz, opened up before the
ethnographer and suddenly finds himself literally ‘in’ ([1973] 2000). To some, it never comes
at all.

I was so fortunate to have been given this magic moment. And it was not just a single
moment, but a series of moments that, to my mind, the next one was needed to validate the
previous one. Each one was a vital part of a complex whole where failure to accomplish one
single part would compromise its entirety. It was not because they were hard to please but
rather it was a way of sustaining and proving my ‘realness’ as a human being in order to
deserve admittance into their world. I remembered one of my collaborators telling me,
‘Tunay kang tao.” “You are a real human being.” For them, there are many entities. A being in
the human form may not necessarily be a human, hence, one has to prove his ‘realness’ as a
human being to be admitted into their domain.

When I conducted an ethnographic workshop on 21 to 25 February 2017 in Barangay
Sapang, one of the participants was a furniture maker who used to be a teacher on the island.

Our meeting was the start of a good relationship that was to last beyond my stay on the
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island. He and his household became my hosts, friends, companions and family on the island.
Professionally, he also became one of my best informants. He housed me in his vacant
brother’s house located on top of the hill, overlooking the lake and community. It was a
perfect and strategic place where I could easily observe the metamorphosis of the village
from the moment the village life began to stir until the time darkness blanketed the whole
community. I devoted my first days on the island waking up early to see how the fishers did
their trade. Every morning before the first light, I went to the pritil or port to observe and
establish rapport, though, most of the time I was ignored as they went about their activities as
if I was not there. One day I was able to convince one fisherman to join him in attending to
his fish cage. On our way, I could still feel his distrust of me, warning me constantly that
there was nothing worth my time in the lake. In spite of his discouragement I was able to
force my will and the next thing we knew, we were on our way back to the port, all wet, dirty
and stinky. Upon getting ashore, the people were surprised to see me in such a ‘sorry state’.
They knew I was a faculty in the university and they could not believe that someone of
stature would humiliate himself. For them, there was nothing wrong with a local fisher
getting wet, dirty and stinky for that was the norm. But to see a professor in such condition
was indeed a sorry sight for that was an aberration. An aberration, which to me was very
welcome because it produced empathy towards me and initiated a moment when they began
to see the ‘realness’ in me. As for me, it also instituted the arrival of my ethnographer’s
magic moment- the first of many, and, indeed, it was magical!

The next day I noticed that I was already visible to them. The woman watching over
her sari-sari store or kiosk greeted me and asked if I did not sustain skin irritation. The sari-
sari store was one of the focal sites in the community where they while the time away-
chatting, gossiping, helping one another and strategizing. As the crowd grew thicker, I also
grew tired of answering each one who posed the same question all over again upon arriving.
Nonetheless, I knew at that moment that I was already given an entry into their exclusive
world, a realm extremely difficult for outsiders to penetrate. Soon, the second moment came
when I accompanied my host to deliver furniture in the nearby province of Laguna. As we
hauled the items in the boat, they stared at me in disbelief, perhaps wondering if I could
endure such a physically exhausting task. They marveled if I had what it takes to do the job.
Understandably, they saw an aberration in what I was doing. But this aberration produced the
same effects as the first one and paved the way for a deeper and broader sight of my

‘realness’. Gradually, I permeated through their range of topics for chats and gossips. Before
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long, the talk about me became run-of-the-mill, and my story was reduced to a quotidian tale
of any man on the island. The daily sight of me put an end to their curiosity, interest and
guarded moves. I ceased to be an alarming component of their daily life and reverted into
invisibility. This time, however, I was invisible not because I was unwanted and unwelcome
in their world, but because I ceased to exist in their eyes for I was absorbed into their
quotidian village life.

Accordingly, I accompanied the fisherfolk as he tended his fishing, brought his catch
to the market and went home to his family with his income. I joined the furniture maker as he
created his crafts from the time he gathered his materials to fashioning them into a work of
art to offering it to his clients. I thrust myself into their family life, journeying with them
through ups and downs. I partook in their hustle and bustle, laughing, gossiping, intriguing
and quarreling. I celebrated with them in times of merrymaking and stood beside them in
mourning. It is my firm hope that through my study the marginalized will be viewed through
the same lens that we view ourselves. I wish that my study would illuminate our
understanding of the marginal, hoping that in the process we would be able to cast light upon
understanding our very selves. If these are realized, my study will undoubtedly be a
worthwhile undertaking for indeed, we have learned and gained something from the people

of Talim Island.

2.2.1.e. Interviews

My participant observation was augmented by the interviews that I conducted which
were divided into formal and informal. The former comprises key informant interviews
(KIIs) of select individuals in the community. The selection was based on their knowledge,
experience and length of stay on the island. The KIIs were mostly done in the homes of the
select interviewees during their most convenient time. I tried as much as possible to interview
both genders in order to obtain and corroborate different perspectives. In Barangay Bangad, I
interviewed, for instance, Nanay Oria, an eighty-two-year-old widow whose age and
experience put her in the best position to annotate the changes on the island. The discussion
proved fruitful as she passionately shared her experiences, though emotional at times, during
which I had to stop probing. Similarly, I interviewed the old folk in Barangay Sapang whose
age and experiences made them undeniably knowledgeable on the island. Nanay Gare, the
seventy-five-year-old mother of my host, was also more than willing to share her story but

memory seemed to fail her.
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I also did a talk with her husband Tatay Pedro who was three years older than her.
Unfortunately, the interview did not work well as he was suffering from an illness that put
our discussions go round in circles. In Barangay Janosa, I talked to residents past their
middle age. The seventy-three-year-old Tatay Nazario even volunteered to sketch some of
the characters in his story. On the one hand, the sixty-eight-year-old Tatay Severo could not
contain his enthusiasm that resulted in an almost nonstop talking, denying me the opportunity
to probe at times.

During my six-month stay in Barangay Sapang, my host Kuya Nats and his wife, Ate
Evelyn proved to be two of my best informants. Almost the same age as me, the couple
provided me with vital information. During my interview with Afe Evelyn, I noticed
apprehensions on topics concerning woman and wife matters. I noted these moments and
made sure to shed light on these in my discussion with Kuya Nats by circumventing these
topics. I also observed the same apprehension from the female teenagers that I interviewed. I
remembered Kim giving me timid answers, worse, no answer at all every so often. In such
situations, I found myself helpless.

In addition, the KIIs were supplemented by informal interviews that normally happen
on the streets, at the kiosks and basketball court. Unlike KlIs, these were not planned as they
normally occur at random. The same successes and failures were also encountered in the

informal interviews.

2.2.1.f. Focus Group Discussions

Focus group discussions (FGDs) were also organized in three barangays in three
different periods: Barangay Bangad in April 2015, Barangay Janosa in September 2015, and
Barangay Sapang in June 2017, to reinforce my data gathering. Akin to the ethnographic
workshop, the FGDs were attended by select individuals but conducted in just one day. The
selection of the participants was based on age, gender, occupation and availability. These
criteria were considered in order to come up with different perspectives from various sectors
in society and different generations so as to address the generational gap. The FGDs were
usually done in the schools and barangay halls. Each one lasted at least seven hours with
breaks in between. Food was provided for the participants as well as an honorarium to
compensate for the time that they should have spent in their respective works (see appendices
for participants’ profiles).

In the FGD proper, the participants were given the freedom to express their minds. In
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Picture 2.7. It takes skill to stack up the huge furniture in the lampitaw, a tiny boat. Photo:
Angelito Nunag (3 June 2017).

Picture 2.8. On our way to a client’s house in the nearby town to deliver the bamboo bed
frame. Photo: Angelito Nunag (3 June 2017).
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the beginning, though, I introduced certain topics that they used to start the ball rolling. With

permission and minimal intervention, I recorded everything that transpired.

2.2.1.g. Ethnographic workshop

The very objective of ethnography is to capture the native point of view. To this end,
the ethnographer labors painstakingly to come up with an accurate description of the culture
of the natives as said, done and lived by them. In the pursuit of this goal, I also adopted a
technique called ethnographic workshop. The workshop was designed not only to generate
data but also to communicate and transmit local knowledge between generations, hence,
closing generational gaps. The said approach had already been employed by the proponents
of the Académie de Recherche et d’Enseignement supérieur- Commission de la Coopération
au Developpement’s (ARES-CCD) project in the Philippines. In doing a study among the
Mangyans in Mindoro, Frederic Laugrand, a Canadian anthropologist, came up with rich data
on their social, political, economic and ideological aspects. Consequently, these data were
contained in a published book authored by the informants themselves. The book titled Diya,
lupang ipinagkatiwala sa amin: Ang mga Mangyan Alangan ng Siapo sa Mindoro, Pilipinas
at ang misyon ng mga madre ng MIC, showcases a verbatim account of the workshop. It is a
compilation of raw ethnographic data captured in the book for the consumption of the public.

Akin to FGD, the workshop was a gathering of select participants, more or less ten,
from the community. The selection was also based on age, gender, occupation and
availability. Similarly, the rationale behind this was to have a representation of the various
sectors in the community and to address generational gaps. In contrast, the ethnographic
workshops were conducted on five to seven consecutive days, from morning until the
afternoon with breaks in between. The participants were also provided food and an
honorarium to compensate for their absence in their work.

The ethnographic workshop was a free-flowing discussion among the participants
designed to elicit local knowledge and experiences as said, shared and lived by themselves. It
was a forum arbitrated, owned and authored by no less than the taga-isla themselves as they
were given full authority and independence to discuss to each other anything that they wished
to tackle. Accordingly, they were given the freedom to speak their minds during each session,
reminding them at the onset that there was no right or wrong answer. As for my participation
and presence in the workshop, I underlined in the beginning that the workshop was theirs and

so I would just have a minimal intervention as much as possible, throwing questions at times
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to clarify certain issues and to rekindle the discussion whenever there was a lull in the
conversation. In addition, I made it a point that my presence would be felt as I recorded
(audio and video) everything that transpired. This endeavor nevertheless was done discreetly
upon their permission. With regards to the objectives of the study, I outlined at the onset the
thrust of my work. Accordingly, I introduced certain topics pertinent to my research and
encouraged them to tackle these, though they were not limited, confined and compelled to
discuss these topics.

In view of this, two ethnographic workshops were conducted in three barangays on
two different occasions. In January 2017 the first one was held at Barangay Bangad and
attended by the combined residents of barangays Bangad and Janosa. In February, another
one was organized for the constituents of Barangay Sapang. Both workshops were done in
the barangay halls. The ten participants in the first workshop comprised five males and five
females whose ages ranged from thirty-nine to seventy-four. All of them were housewives,
retired teachers and fishers. On the one hand, the second workshop was also attended by ten
participants divided into three males and seven females whose ages ranged from twenty-two
to sixty-nine. Among the participants were the barangay captain, fish-ball vendor, furniture

maker, sewer, sales clerk and housewife (see tables 2.1 and 2.2 for the participants’ profiles).

Table 2.1. Ethnographic Workshop Participants in Barangays Bangad and Janosa, January
2017.

Barangays Bangad and Janosa Workshop, 9-13 January 2017, Barangay Bangad Hall
Name Age Occupation

1. Noemih M. Letran 39 Housewife

2. Jenilyn L. Bolante 34 Housewife

3. Carmelita G. Wenner 68 Retired teacher

4. Melinda C. Doblada 49 Housewife

5. Carmenia M. Matermatico 74 Retired teacher

6. Noel C. Aiiis 48 Fisher

7. James M. Matematico 50 Barangay employee

8. Pablo A. Chicote 59 Former Barangay Captain
9. Nazario Antonil 60 Fisher

10. Danilo R. Cequeiia 58 Fisher
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Table 2.2 Ethnographic Workshop Participants in Barangay Sapang, February 2017.

Barangay Sapang Workshop, 21-25 February 2017, Barangay Sapang Hall
Name Age Occupation

1. Joevilo D. Celoza 58 Barangay Captain
2. Rommel A. Erejer 22 Freelancer

3. Janine B. Mesa 24 Salesclerk

4. Jennifer M. Mesa 43 Vendor

5. Sherly S. Mesa 41 Trader of bamboo furniture
6. Janeth B. Afiain 33 Sewer

7. Carol Deciar 33 Sewer

8. Rosie V. Arambulo 47 Furniture maker
9. Hermogena B. Silayan 69 Housewife

10. Renato B. Cerda 47 Furniture maker

Interestingly, the ethnographic workshop did not only generate invaluable data but
also spurred intrigues and controversies among the populace and even stirred political turmoil
in the community. As soon as the news of the participants receiving honorarium spread, the
inhabitants began to express interest in the workshop. Talks about the selection process and
the ones selected permeated the community’s usap-usapan, or the word on the street. In
barangay Sapang, the barangay captain was accused of politicking by allegedly favoring the
ones in his camps to the exclusion of those belonging to the rival camp. The issue of
honorarium also impacted my presence in the community. Consequently, I was viewed as a
well-off man with no qualms about giving away money to the community. I also felt the
reputation ascribed to me as someone whom the people could depend upon in times of crisis,
someone who brought dole to the unfortunate ones.

It was not like they were only after the money, hence, they started to throw interest in
the workshop. Make no mistake about it, they were, by all means, very much willing to share
their knowledge even without compensation. It was just that the petty honorarium that I
offered was perceived as ‘malaking tulong’ (a big boost) to their meager earnings, though in
actuality, it was just a just compensation for their absence in their work. Accordingly, they
had shown in the workshop proper that indeed money was not an issue as they genuinely and
willingly shared their knowledge and experiences. The real issue, however, was their

humility, as they felt unworthy of the workshop. In the beginning, they always told me that ‘I
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am just a fisher,” ‘I did not finish my education,” ‘I am just a taga-isla’, etc. Against this
valuation of themselves, my presence as a college faculty and the workshop as an intellectual
exercise were viewed as intimidating. Because of this, the first two days of the workshop
were full of apprehensions on their part that I could sense their efforts of not letting their
guard slip so as not to make unwise remarks. Nonetheless, as soon as the workshop

progressed, such drawback was overcome.

2.2.3. Primary and Secondary data

To further augment the data gathering, library works were also done. Accordingly, I
frequented the libraries of the Laguna Lake Development Authority (LLDA), the University
of the Philippines (UP), the National Library and the Municipal Library of Binangonan. As a
result, pertinent documents were obtained from these libraries. The LLDA, for instance,
contains annual reports dating back to the 1970s, laws, policies, articles and theses on Laguna
lake fisheries. The UP, on the one hand, is rich in journal collection as well as books that are
imperative to the study. In particular, interesting and relevant newspaper articles from the
1980s to 2000s covering topics such as aquaculture, lake ecology and flooding abound the

library.
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Picture 2.9. Select participants of the ethnographic workshop at Barangay Sapang braced
themselves for the morning session. Photo: Angelito Nunag (29 January 2017).
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CHAPTER III
TALIM ISLAND AND THE TAGA-ISLA, THE PEOPLE FROM THE ISLAND: AN
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In the light of the discussions in the preceding chapter, this chapter, as the title
suggests, tackles the history of the island and the peculiarity of its inhabitants. In chapter two,
the backdrops upon which the study area and the research collaborators are set, and the
conditions under which the ethnographic material is obtained, are laid down in order to
provide the reader with the proper context of this research study. To give further context,
chapter three provides a comprehensive historical background of the island and an
explanation of the distinction of its inhabitants relative to the residents of the Tagalog region.

Accordingly, the chapter begins with an extensive discussion on the history of Talim
Island from the colonial period to contemporary times. It accounts the distinct historical
experiences of the raga-isla from the time of Spanish colonization in the 16™ century, to
American rule at the turn of the 20" century, to Japanese occupation from 1942- 45, to post-
colonial to the present. Pre-history is also discussed yet briefly due to the lack of available
sources. The discussion then proceeds to the taga-isla themselves, underlining their
particularity vis-a-vis the Tagalog populace in the region. In this regard, the discussion begins
with a description of the Tagalog people in general so as to situate them in the broader
context. It then zooms in on their distinction, underscoring the variations in their spoken
language. Aside from this, it underscores their distinct way of life opposite the kind of living
of the mainlanders and the city people of Manila. Finally, the chapter ends with the effects of

the ‘outside world’ not only on their lives but also on the landscape of the island.

3.1. Talim Island’s volcanic origin

There is hardly any literature, materials and documents on a credible and
comprehensive pre-history and history of Talim Island. This dearth of sources compels one to
just settle on the scanty available materials in reconstructing its pre-history and history.
Accordingly, there is only a handful of work, in-depth or otherwise, done on the pre-history
of the island. One of which is the study made by the Global Volcanism Program (GVP) of the
Smithsonian Institute that asserts that Talim Island, a stratovolcano, was formed by the pre-
caldera Pleistocene volcanism (2013). It also posits that the Laguna caldera, which
constitutes the middle lake-filled basin of Laguna de Bay, may have been formed during at

least two major explosive eruptions about one million and 27,000 to 29,000 years ago (GVP
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2013). In a study published in 1983, Wolfe and Self also postulate that the caldera coincides
with the middle lobe of the Laguna de Bay.

Accordingly, the shallow craters at the southern end of the island form the southwest
rim of the caldera. These maars of young but unknown age were believed to have been
formed during the post-caldera volcanism (GVP 2013). The largest of which spans three
kilometers (1.9 miles), surrounding the barangays Balibago and Tuna. The presence of these
undated maars attests to the volcanic activities on the island in the past. In addition, the
existence of hot springs in barangays Ginoong Sanay, Tabon and Binitagan (Office of the
Municipal Planning and Coordinator, Municipality of Binangonan [OMPC] n.d.) proves the
island’s volcanic history. Nowadays, however, this volcanic past has faded into oblivion as
stories of the island’s enchanted origin overshadow it, associating the hot springs with the

abodes of the enchanted beings such as diwatas or goddesses (Nunag fieldnotes 2017).

3.2. The island during the Spanish colonization

With regards to the history of Talim Island and its people, historical records are
undeniably wanting. Understandably, even the towns of Binangonan and Cardona to which it
belongs are also hardly found in the archival sources. In fact, it is only the towns of Morong,
Antipolo, Cainta and Taytay in the present-day Rizal province that were mentioned in the
early documents during the Spanish colonization of the country in the sixteenth century. In
1571, Juan de Salcedo was tasked to put the people of Cainta and Taytay under Spanish rule
at the expense of the lives of the local people:

Whilst the Colonel was executing this commission,
Juan de Salcedo was sent to reduce the people of Cainta
and Taytay, two small towns high up the river Pasig,
which had refused to acknowledge the Spanish authority
and had strengthened their position by some fortifications
covering their towns. He carried Cainta by assault, with
the loss of only two killed and five wounded, but with
great slaughter on the part of the Indians, upon hearing
which, the inhabitants of Taytay immediately surrendered
(Zuniga vol.1 [1803] 1814: 122).

John Foreman echoed this event in his book and noted that the peoples of Taytay and Cainta
submitted to Salcedo on 15 August 1571 (1906). In 1578 Fray Juan de Plasencia converted
the residents in the lake area to Catholicism and founded the towns of Morong, Antipolo and

Taytay (Perez 1926; Gomez Platero1880). Meanwhile, the earliest mention of Talim Island
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was in 1572 in the account of Fray Juan de Medina that was written in 1630. The island was
mentioned only in passing as Medina described the lake of Bay:

The father provincial settled religious in Laguna de
Bay, which is another lake not less remarkable than the
one that we have just described. Its water is fresh, and it is
the largest lake known (in the island)...It has islets in the
middle, some larger than others. It is exceedingly stormy,
for, as the water has but little density, it is aroused and
disturbed with but little wind, to the danger of those upon
it ([1893] 1904: 304-305).

Nevertheless, Talim Island, prior to Spanish colonization, was part of the ancient
kingdom of Pila ruled by a great datu, a local chief, named Gat Salian Maguinto. Along with
the island, the kingdom comprised the present towns of Morong, Baras, Tanay and Jala-jala
(Santiago 2010). In 1609, Antonio Morga, in his work Sucesos de las Islas Filipinas, also
made mention of the island in passing and noted the absence of inhabitants, but the
abundance of the game:

There is a fresh-water lake in the island of Luzon,
five leguas from Manila, which contains a quantity of
fish...It is called La Laguna (Bay Lake). It is thirty leguas
in circumference, and has an uninhabited island in its
middle, where game abounds (560-561).

Dr. Mallat in 1846 also recorded that ‘The surroundings of the lake are very rich in
game of all kinds, and the lake itself is covered with wild ducks’ (1846:117). He also
underscored that the ‘island of Tanin is inhabited by a species of bats of enormous size’
(1846:117).

In his annotation of Morga’s work, Jose Rizal, the Philippines’ national hero indicated
that the island Morga was talking about was Talim. In 1812, Don Pasqual de Sta. Ana of
Pasig, the only Filipino indio hacendero at that time, bought Talim Island, one of the
haciendas of the Spanish king in the Philippines, for 353 pesos, 4 reales and 6 granos
(Santiago 2002). Don Pasqual acquired the royal hacienda with the proviso that he would
convert the estate into a cattle ranch in accordance with the composicion, a procedure
‘whereby the government sold unworked public or royal lands at a low price in exchange for
their settlement and agricultural development’ (2002:28). On 20 October 1812, the island-
estate was awarded to him through a decree issued by the governor and superintendent
general subdelegate of the Royal Hacienda. Four years after, on 19 December 1816, King
Fernando VII confirmed the sale through a royal order (2002).
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Aside from the works cited above, early mentions of Talim Island were recorded in
the writings of Rizal himself. In his letter dated 8 May 1882, Rizal turned nostalgic as the
boat where he was aboard passed through some mountains on its way to Singapore, which
reminded him of Talim Island:

Formaban al Sudoeste una Hermosa vista para
nosotros que hace dias no habiamos visto tierra. Una larga
cadena de islas formando una especie de cordillera
montafiosa me hacia recorder la isla de Talim con el
Susong Dalaga de mi provincia (Rizal 1960: 26).

They formed to Southwest a beautiful sight for us
who days ago had not seen land. A long chain of islands
forms a kind of mountain range that made me remember
the island of Talim with the Susong Dalaga of my
province (the translation was done through the internet
facility Google translate).

Two years later, he again remembered the island as he was traveling in Utah in the United
States of America, comparing the ‘mountains in the middle of the lake like the islands of
Talim in Laguna de Bay’ (Russell and Rodriguez 1923: 369).

The fondness of Rizal for Talim Island was indeed undeniable as it was mentioned
several times in his two novels: Noli me Tangere and El Filibusterismo. The island had
always been part of his description of picturesque Laguna de Bay:

At that moment the steamer crossed the bar and the
panorama spread out before their eyes was so truly
magnificent that all were impressed. In front extended the
beautiful lake bordered by green shores and blue
mountains, like a huge mirror, framed in emeralds and
sapphires, reflecting the sky in its glass. On the right were
spread out the low shores, forming bays with graceful
curves, and dim there in the distance the crags of Sungay,
while in the background rose Makiling, imposing and
majestic, crowned with fleecy clouds. On the left lay
Talim Island with its curious sweep of hills. A fresh
breeze rippled over the wide plain of water ([1891] 1997:
32).
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[llustration 3.1. In the ethnographic workshop conducted in January 2017, one of the
participants remembers the game that used to abound on the island: baboy ramo (wild boar),
usa (deer), manok labuyo (wild chicken), etc. Illustration: Nazario Antonil (10 January 2017).
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The open balcony admitted the fresh, pure breeze and
revealed the lake, whose waters murmured sweetly around
the base of the edifice, as if rendering homage. On the
right, at a distance, appeared Talim Island, a deep blue in
the midst of the lake, while almost in front lay the green
and deserted islet of Kalamba, in the shape of a half-moon
([1891] 1997: 84-85).

During the nineteenth century, especially the latter part, Talim Island had a reputation
as a haven for fulisanes or outlaws. Such viewpoint is captured in Rizal’s chapter in Noli me
Tangere entitled ‘Chase on the Lake’, which tackles how Elias, a tfulisan in the eyes of the
Spaniards, gave his all to reach the island so as to save Ibarra, the protagonist:

Gradually, he changed the course of his banka,
rowing toward Binangonan. To his great surprise he
noticed that the boat also changed the course, while a
voice called to him. Elias stopped rowing and reflected.
The shore was still far away and they would soon be
within range of the rifles on the police boat...He gazed at
his robust arms and, adopting the only course left, began
to row with all his might toward Talim Island just as the
sun was rising ([1887] 2011: 676).

In the sequel, El Filibusterismo, Rizal mentioned Kinabutasan (present-day Navotas), a strait
that separates the island from the mainland, as the place where Ibarra was thought to have
been killed by the Spanish authorities:

According to the officer who conducted the pursuit,
Ibarra, upon finding himself surrounded, jumped out of
this banka there near the Kinabutasan and swimming
under the water, covered all that distance of more than
two miles, saluted by bullets every time that he raised his
head to breathe ([1891] 1997: 32).

This infamous image that was attached to the lake and the island by the authorities
during Spanish colonial times was noted by the French physician-author Mallat:

The lake is very rich in fish and supplies daily fish
market (sic) Manila; its edges are inhabited by crocodiles,
among which there are huge ones...it is especially in the
Quinabutasan Strait they are the most numerous.
Moreover, crocodiles are not the only animals malfaisants
found on the lake; he (sic) is infested (sic) canoes
mounted with thieves (1846: 117).
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Picture 3.1. The link between Rizal and the island has persisted until the present times, as
local religious sects venerating the national hero as a god still exist on the island. The photo
shows me and my students inside the chapel of the Rizalists. Photo: Angelito Nunag (20 May
2018).

It would seem, however, that the island remained uninhabitable until the eighteenth
century, for the mention of people living on the island only appeared in the chronicles of the
travelers in the nineteenth century. In 1803, Joaquin Martinez de Zufiga, a friar and
chronicler, observed that the island in the middle of Laguna de Bay ‘holds out a refuge to
some Indian families’ ([1803] 1814: 232). He also underlined their livelihood and vigilant
stance to protect their domain and liberty:

They live by fishing, and preserve their liberty by
prohibiting the approach of strangers to their asylum
(Zuiiiga vol.2 1803/1814: 232).
Such observation was corroborated by Fedor Jagor, a German ethnologist and
explorer who traveled in the Philippines in the years 1859 to1860. He pointed out that it was
still underpopulated but dominated by forest and undergrowth. During this time, crocodiles

populated the lake, as Mount Susong Dalaga stood tall in the center:
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On my return I paid a visit to the island of Talim,
which, with the exception of a clearing occupied by a few
miserable huts, is uninhabited and thickly overgrown with
forest and undergrowth. In the center of the island is the
Soson-Dalaga (maiden’s bosom), a dolerite hill with a
beautifully formed crest. Upon the shore I found four eggs
containing young crocodiles. When I broke the shells the
little reptiles made off (Jagor 1875: 178-179).

View of Jalajala, from the Island of Talim.

Ilustration 3.2. A mid-nineteenth century illustration of Talim Island showing the forest that
used to dominate the landscape. Taken from Jagor’s Travels in the Philippines, 1875.

As indicated above, Dr. Mallat also noted large numbers of these animals in the lake
that ‘sometimes pursues bathers to the shore’ (1846:70). Equally bold were the people who
‘are not afraid to dive until the bottom of the water to attack the caiman; they carry, of a
hand, of sharp weapon and, on the other hand, a wooden stick hard, pointed at both ends’
(1846:70).

Meanwhile, the inhabitants who lived in the ‘few miserable huts’, noted Jagor, were
fishermen who sold fish to travelers. He also underlined the lake waters that were rich in
sand-mussels, which served as a food resource for the inhabitants:

Off the island of Talim, in the great lake of Bay, my
boatmen bought for a few cuartos several dozens of fish
quite twelve inches long; and those which they couldn’t
eat were split open, open salted, and dried by a few hours’
exposure to the heat of the sun on the roof of the boat.
When the fishermen had parted with their contemplated
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breakfast, they stooped down and filled their cooking-
vessels with sand-mussels, first throwing away the dead
ones from the bottom of the shallow water (1875: 114).

The Tsland of Talim, with the Soson-Dalaga mountain, seen from Majagjai.

Illustration 3.3. Another mid-nineteenth century illustration of "falim Island showing Bundok
ng Susong Dalaga (Mt. Tagapo) as seen from Majayjay, Laguna. Taken from Jagor’s Travels
in the Philippines, 1875.

3.2.1. The peopling of the island

The above discussions hint about the peopling of the island prior to and during the
Spanish colonization. It can be inferred that the early settlers came from the neighboring
towns of Morong, Baras, Tanay and Jala-jala as these territories comprised the ancient
kingdom of Pila of which Talim Island was a part. It can be surmised that they were the
original inhabitants of the island whom the European travelers saw at the turn of the 19%
century. Though part of an ancient organized dominion and just a stone’s throw away from
the mainland territories, it would seem that the island was not appealing to migrants until the
1800s, as chronicles of the early travelers noted the absence of inhabitants in the 17" century
and remained uninhabitable until the next one hundred years. Based on the existing literature,
the pioneers started migrating to the island at the end of the 18" century, hence, the presence
of people here only appeared in the accounts of the foreign voyagers during the start of the
succeeding century.

In 1803, the first migrants started in insignificant quantity as the island offered refuge
only to some families. In 1812, it can be deduced that the population slightly grew in number
after the purchase of Don Pasqual. This can be attributed to the proviso attached to the sale
that the island had to be occupied and undergo agricultural development. The realization of

this condition indeed necessitated the occupation of the island, although, it remained
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underpopulated until the mid-19" century. The progress of establishing a settlement seemed
slow as the foreign travelers at the end of the said century noted only a ‘few miserable huts’
on the island.

Furthermore, it can also be conjectured that the next set of occupants did not come
from the towns that used to constitute the pre-colonial kingdom of Pila. This is because the
new owner of the island, Don Pasqual de Sta. Ana, came from Pasig. It can be inferred
further that the newcomers from Pasig merged with the early settlers from the towns of
Morong, Baras, Tanay and Jala-jala, forming a new way of life typical of island living. This
new way of life was an amalgamation of migrants’ customs, traditions, habits, values,
understandings, beliefs, perceptions and skills brought into the island and harmonized and
indigenized into a distinct way of life on the island by this mixture of settlers who would later

assume an identity of taga-isla.

3.3. Sufferings and terrors at the hands of the Americans and Japanese

During the American colonization at the turn of the twentieth century, the Americans
seemed to discount the agricultural value of Talim Island because they viewed it as ‘a
mountainous island of no agricultural importance’ (Foreman 1906: 89). However, the
association of the island with outlaws had been bolstered during this period as the new
colonizers established a military prison in Malahi, an islet at the southern tip of Talim. This
notion could have been amplified further as the Americans made it a point to fire three shots
from a cannon to signal the escape of a prisoner, and then offered a thirty-dollar reward for
the capture of the escapee (Foreman 1906).

Nonetheless, during the early years of American colonization, the island served an
important role in the development of the city of Manila and the neighboring provinces. Prior
to the establishment of the Commonwealth government in 1935, the quarrying on the island
was the source of the ‘stones most frequently used in the nearby towns and Manila’ (Salonga
1934:12). The island, however, had witnessed environmental degradation as its famed quarry
stone was obtained through ‘dynamite blasting and machinery crushing’ (1934:16).
Meanwhile, it was also during this period that a school in barangay Janosa was established
through the initiative of Julio Antiporda, the town mayor of Binangonan from 1928-1936
(MBOW n.d.).

It was not only the island that was suffering from degradation during this time, as the

lake ecosystem and biodiversity began to sustain destruction from snail fishing and duck
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raising in Laguna de Bay. The thriving duck industry, which required snails as the primary
feed for ducks, triggered excessive harvesting of snails more than the lake could afford in
1937, projecting their population to diminish, ‘almost reaching the zero point, that
rehabilitation of this species is impossible’ (Arriola and Villaluz 1939: 178). The
overharvesting was brought about by the introduction of kaladkad, a new snail-fishing gear,
which in turn, led not only to the depletion of the snail population but also to other fish and
plant species. As the kaladakad was towed by boat it scraped off everything along its way at
the bottom of the lake, destroying juvenile fish as well as plants that served as their shelter
(Arriola and Villaluz 1939).

When World War II reached the Philippines in 1941, Talim Island had once again
served as a refuge for the taga-isla from the atrocities. However, as soon as the Japanese
occupied the country, garrisons were established on the island. Oral tradition has it that
garrisons were set up in different barangays on the island (Focus Group Discussion [FGD]
April 2015). In barangay Bangad, a house near the slope where an Acacia tree used to stand
was converted into a Japanese garrison. It was here where they were subjected to various
means of torture such as water cure:

Merong garison. Sa may taas ng bahay namin. lilan-
ilan pa lang ang bahay nun. Sa bahay doon sa may taas, sa
may punong Acacia...Binibitin ng pasalungat ang tao,
awang-awa ako...kitang-kita ko talaga yun noong bata pa
ako...tatlong araw hindi pinakain ang tao, may
tumitimbuwang na sa gutom.

There was a garrison. It was above our house. The
houses back then were only a few. The house was located
on the slopes, near the Acacia tree...People were hung
upside down, I felt terribly sorry. I really saw when I was
a child...people were starved for three days, some
collapsed from hunger (Rufino, FGD, April 25, 2105).

Yung bahay nga ginawang garison, doon nagtigil ang
mga Hapon. Doon sa may Acacia binibitin ang tao. Tapos
paiinumin ng tubig at bubugbugin pa. Dito sa may
eskwelahan inipon ang mga tao...mula Bombong,
Kinagatan, Buhangin. Nakaharap ang machine gun sa
mga tao sa daan.

That house was indeed converted into a garrison; it
was there where the Japanese stayed. It was in the Acacia
tree that people were hung. Then they were forced to take
lots of water, after which, they were beaten up...It was
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here in the school where people from Bombong,
Kinagatan and Buhangin were confined. The machine gun
was aimed at the people on the street (Ador, FGD, April
25,2105).

Stories about them being ordered to dig their own graves before getting killed also
abound. One of the participants in the focus group discussion recalled how her father told her
stories of his ordeal. She narrated how her father escaped death at the hands of the Japanese:

Noong una siya daw ay papatayin na. Dito
naghuhukay na, eh ang tatay ko ay maboka, kinausap
nang kinausap yung Hapon, maski hindi sila
nagkakaintindihan. Pinakawalan siya.

At first, he was about to be killed. He was digging his
grave here. But my father was very articulate. He kept on
talking with the Japanese even though they did not
understand each other. Eventually, he was released
(Carmelita, FGD, April 25, 2105).

Another participant corroborated this story by sharing his father’s tale. According to him,
luck bailed his father out:

Ang tatay ko biktima din ng Hapon. Muntik na din
siyang mapatay. Naging maswerte lang daw siya dahil
nakaumang na siya dun sa hinukay nila.

My father was also a victim of the Japanese. He was
almost killed. According to him, he just got lucky as he
was all set for the grave, which he, himself, dug (Ruben,
FGD, April 25, 2105).

Others, however, were not that lucky, ‘may mga pinatay dito, apat yun na naghukay
ng sarili nilang libingan’, ‘some were killed here, there were four who dug their own graves’
(Carmelita, FGD, April 25, 2105). Women, on the one hand, were raped by the Japanese.
(Oria, personal communication, March 10, 2015). Consequently, the female taga-isla
employed various ingenious means to avert sexual assault. They exerted efforts to look
undesirable in the eyes of the colonizers:

Ang mga babae naman, magaganda ang babae sa
Bangad. Pag dumadating ang mga Hapon, sila ay
nagpapahid ng mga uling...nagpapapangit, uling
pinapahid. Ang mga damit, nagsusuot sila ng mga sira-
sira para hindi sila magustuhan dahil sa ibang lugar may
mga ginahasa talaga ng Hapon. Yun ang kwento nila.
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The women, meanwhile, the women in Bangad were
beautiful. Whenever the Japanese arrived, they applied
charcoal (to their face)...to look ugly...they applied
charcoal. Their clothes, they wore clothes that were in
tatters so that they would look undesirable; that was
because the Japanese raped women in other places. That
was what we have been told (Carmelita FGD, April 25,
2105).

In addition, narratives about Japanese loot that was either sunk in the lake or hidden
in the mountain are commonplace. The story about a Japanese ship carrying treasure that
sank at the southern tip of the island (Ruben FGD, April 25, 2105) has permeated the island
folklore. Others claim that a golden cow and chains were dug after years of being buried in
the hills of Malanggam, Boor and Subay (Pastor FGD, April 25, 2105). Such stories

precipitated treasure hunting on the island leaving its mountains perforated at present.

3.4. Post-war island transformation
3.4.1. Emergence of new important fish species and proliferation of aquaculture industries

After the war, the island and its people began experiencing radical transformation.
This was reflected in the island and lake ecologies, livelihood, technology and demography.
In the 1960s ayungin or silver perch (Leiopotherapon plumbeus) and biya or white goby
(Glossobius giurus) replaced dalag or mudfish (Channa melasoma) and kanduli or catfish
(Arius manilensis) as the important species in the lake, comprising 65 percent and 25 percent
of the total fish catch respectively (Mercene 1987; Saguin 2013). This was indeed a drastic
change as dalag and kanduli were regarded with greater importance relative to biya, ayungin,
talilong (Mugil spp.), buanbuan (Megalops cyprinoides) and hito (Clarias batrachus) thirty
years ago. Vicente Aldaba of the Bureau of Science in Manila noted that these species were
treated with lesser importance in the 1930s (1931). During this period (the 1930s)
considerable quantities of these fishes, shrimps (Palaemonidae and Atyidae) and snails were
caught and consumed both as human food and duck feed (Aldaba 1931a). Quantity-wise, it
was kanduli that was deemed most important, as it was most abundant and available all year
round (Aldaba 1931b). In the middle of the 1970s, however, it became scarce and biya took
its place as the dominant species (Jocano and Veloro1976).

The lake ecology further changed with the introduction of aquaculture in the late
1960s. During this time a new species was introduced in the lake for cultivation, and the

construction of fish pens began. Fish culture in pens formally commenced after the Laguna
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Picture 3.2. Treasure hunting activities on the island left an open pit at the summit of Mt.
Tagapo (Susong Dalaga). Photo: Angelito Nunag (09 June 2017).
Lake Development Authority proved the viability of cultivating milkfish (Chanos chanos) for

commercial use in 1970, and thereafter, pens proliferated in the lake (Dela Cruz 1982, 1997,
Israel 2007, 2008). Just three years after, the number of pens that mushroomed was
staggering- a total of 993 structures ranging from less than one hectare to greater than 100
hectares, covering a total area of 4,802 hectares popped up in the lake (Nicolas and Librero
1977; Dela Cruz 1982; Davies et al. 1986). In 1980, this area almost doubled in size,
covering about 7,000 hectares with estimated annual produce of 25,000 to 30,000 tons of
milkfish valued at approximately 200 to 250 million pesos (Dela Cruz 1982).

Intended to uplift the plight of the fisherfolk, this initiative, however, failed to live up
to its promise during its inception. The progress was not felt by the fisherfolk as these large
pens were usually owned by wealthy outsiders and corporations. In fact, from their view, it
brought more damage than benefit as the pens occupied their traditional fishing grounds

(FGD April, September 2015, June 2017; EW January, February 2017; Kuya Tek and Kuya
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Nats, personal communication, multiple interviews in 2017; Nunag fieldnotes 2017). In view
of this, the LLDA in 1976 taught the technology to the fishers through the Laguna de Bay
Fishpen Development Program that aimed to give a limit of 10-hectare pen per fisher within a
total area of 2,500 hectares (LLDA 1977, 1978, 1979, 1980, 1981). This too, however, failed,
thus, LLDA resorted to cage aquaculture which was a more viable option as a cage was
smaller, less expensive and easier to manage compared to pens (Garcia and Medina 1987;
Tabbu et al. 1986; Kuya Tek, Kuya Tamoy and Kuya Buli, personal communication, multiple
interviews in 2017).

Meanwhile, the disappearance of rice fields and terraces attests to the transformation
that the island underwent in recent years. On the Binangonan side of the island where this
study was conducted, agriculture was still a central part of the taga-isla’s livelihood
alongside fishing prior and up to the 1970s. During this period, rice fields lined the shore
while the mountain showcased the rice terraces:

Noong araw ay puro tayo bukid dyan sa
kaingin...palayan = hanggang  tabing-dagat...talagang
kitang-kita mo, ang gaganda, bakat-bakat na ang pilapil sa
bundok.

Back then, we had lots of rice fields in the
mountain...rice fields through the shore...you can really

see, so beautiful, the traces of rice paddies (Ruben FGD,
April 25, 2105).

Dati po yang parang sa tabing-dagat ay palayan. Ito
pong bundok makikita ninyo parang hagdang palayan.

In the past, the field near the shore was a rice paddy.
In the mountain, you could see rice terraces of sorts
(Kapitan Pablo, personal communication, September 25,
2015).

The eventual success of fish culture in the 1970s specifically cage aquaculture effected a
change in their disposition that resulted in the dwindling of agriculture in the following
decade (FGD April, September 2015, June 2017; EW January, February 2017; Kuya Tek and
Kuya Nats, personal communication, multiple interviews in 2017). As they shifted their
attention from land to lake, the island’s ecology was greatly altered. Rice terraces were
converted into banana plantations by those who still practiced minimal farming. Accordingly,

low-maintenance crops that yielded profit easily such as balingoy or cassava and banana
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replaced rice. In addition, the booming aquaculture industry prompted the massive cultivation
of bamboos in the mountains. Bamboos were sought-after by the fish pen owners as these
were the primary materials in the construction of pens. This further changed the mountain
ecology as bamboos supplanted plants and fruit-bearing trees:

Noong 1980s lang marami pang puno dito sa
bundok- mangga, bayabas, santol, sampalok, langka.
Ngayon halos wala na, puro kawayan na lang.

In the 1980s there were still many trees here in the
mountain- mango, guava, cotton fruit, tamarind, jackfruit.
Nowadays, you hardly see one; it is all bamboos
everywhere (Kuya Tek personal communication, multiple
interviews in 2017).

The changes in the land and lake ecologies precipitated a sea change in the livelihood
of the taga-isla. In the 1960s they subsisted on farming and fishing. The produce, which was
comprised of cultivated rice and harvested fruits from the mountains and in the
neighborhood, was peddled in the community. Similarly, the fish harvest was sold in the
vicinity and the nearby towns. Duck farming was also a source of livelihood during this
period, which was made viable by the abundance of snails in the lake that were used as duck
feed (Nanay Minay personal communication, multiple interviews in 2017; Joeven March 17,
2017; Nunag fieldnotes 2017). In the late 1960s, cottage industry such as kaing (woven
bamboo basket) making thrived on the island (Benny, personal communication January 12,
2017).

The success of aquaculture in the 1970s lured them into focusing more on the lake for
subsistence. In lieu of this, the proliferation of fish pens owned by the businessmen and
corporations in Manila was countered by the sprouting of fish cages owned and maintained
by the inhabitants. In the following decade, agriculture was only practiced minimally as the

lake became the primary source of income:

Unang-una po, halos ang kabuhayan ng mga tao dito,
pag hindi dagat, bundok. Yan ang kauna-unahang
pinagkakakitaan ng mga tao noong araw, bundok. Halos
ang mga tao dyan na nakatira, yung mga
matatanda...ngayon hindi na nagtatanim, madalang na
umahon sa bundok...dagat na ang pangunahing
pinagkakakitaan ngayon.

First of all, the livelihood of most of the people here,
if not the lake, is the mountain. It is in the mountain
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where the people in the past got their main source of
income. Almost everyone lived in the mountain,
especially the old folk...nowadays, they do not farm
anymore...they hardly go to the mountain...it is the lake
that is the primary livelihood now (Kapitan Pablo FGD
September 6, 2015).

The lake provided them opportunities for both aquaculture and open water fishing.
They relied on the latter for their daily sustenance, as the former’s earnings were seasonal.
During this time new cottage industries flourished and served as an alternative livelihood in
times of low fish harvest or ‘nagdamot ang dagat’ (the sea turned mean) in the local parlance
(Ed Silayan personal communication, multiple interviews in 2017). Bamboo furniture making
became a reliable and alternate source of income since the 1980s and continued until the

present, replacing kaing making.

3.4.2. Technological metamorphosis

All the above-mentioned changes, in turn, engendered technological transformation.
In the 1960s traditional farming implements such as the lagumbahan (traditional irrigation
equipment) and pabakal (improvised pickaxe) were still a common sight (FGD April,
September 2015, June 2017; EW January, February 2017; Nunag fieldnotes 2017). In
fishing, armadahan or layag (sailboat) still dominated the lake despite the advent of
motorboats in the 1920s. Old-fashioned fishing gears such as the danlay (fishnet made of
bamboo) were the main implements utilized by the mangingisdang layag or fisherfolk who
used sailboat for fishing (Kuya Tamoy and Kuya Tek personal communication, multiple

interviews in 2107). With the proliferation of fish pens in the 1970s, all these traditional gears
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Picture 3.3. A bird’s eye view of the fish pens and cages that litter the lake. Photo: Angelito
Nunag (9 June 2017).

Picture 3.4. A lose—up view o the fish cages from Mt. Tagao. Photo: Angelito Nunag (9
June 2017).
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slowly vanished. Fisherfolk found it impractical to fish with armadahan as the pens began to
litter the lake, which obstructed the fishing lanes. In the 1980s motorboat and gill net finally
supplanted layag and danlay. The total dominance of aquaculture and the profitability of
open water fishing over farming signaled the shift in their preference, which in turn, led to
the disappearance of the lagumbahan and pabakal.:

Mga 1976 nga yun. Dati ang mga mamamanti dito
layag lang ang gamit. Pero unti-unti nawala na ang mga
yun noong umusbong ang fish pen at cage. Hindi na
pwedeng maglayag baka kasi sumabit sila sa mga pen.
Kasabay din pag-usbong ng mga pen at cage, umusbong
ang mga nylon fish net at bangkang de motor at napalitan
ang danlay at layag. Noong 1980s tuluyan ng dumami ang
pen at cage. Naging hudyat ito para tuluyan ng matuon
ang atensyon ng mga tao sa lawa.

It was around 1976. The fisherfolk only used
sailboats. But this slowly disappeared as fish pens and
cages sprouted. The sail was rendered inutile as it might
end up getting hooked in the pen. As pens and cages
sprouted, so were the gill nets and motorboats, which
supplanted danlay and layag. In the 1980s pens and cages
totally grew in number. This served as a signal for the
people to fully focus their attention on the lake (Kuya
Tamoy and Kuya Tek personal communication, multiple
interviews in 2107).

3.4.3. Utilizing the knowledge of the elements

Prior to the introduction of motorized watercraft in the 1920s, the taga-isla relied
solely on wind for their mobility and fishing activities. During this time, the physical
presence of the wind powered the armadahan or layag which ferried them to the mainland
and nearby towns and carried the fisherfolk to their fishing grounds. The older generations
are still fond of remembering the days when the armadahan or layag ruled the lake and
boldly traversed its cage-and-pen-free waters, harnessing the power of the wind and riding in
its majestic presence.

It was not only the physical uses of the wind that mattered at that time. The intricate
body of local knowledge about the wind was at the core of their lives, shaping the conduct of
their everyday life. In the absence of radios and televisions where the so-called modern
scientific forecast could be obtained, they heavily leaned on their knowledge of the winds.

Back in the days, my old informants recall, they would observe the behavior, movement,
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[lustration 3.4. The lagumbahan or traditional irrigation equipment made from bamboo
vanished as the faga-isla abandoned farming. Illustration by Nazario Antonil, EW January
2017.

strength and direction of the wind before proceeding with their journey. A slight change in
the wind’s temperament sealed their journey’s fate. Similarly, the fishers’ activities were
extremely dependent on the volatility of the elements, serving as a weather forecasting
system with which they frame their course of action. The appearance of a particular wind
and the expression of its idiosyncrasies dictated if it was appropriate to carry out fishing or if
it was unsafe to go out in the open water:

Doon lang sila nakabase. Tinitingnan nila ang kilos
at galaw ng hangin. Kapag humihilaga na, nagiging mas
maingat sa pagpalaot dahil nagsisimula na ang pagsama
ng panahon. Kapag umihip na ang Hilaga, walang
pumapalaot dahil tatangayin sila ng malakas na hangin.
Naghahanda na lang sila at nagseserga ng bahay.
Pagkatapos ng bagyo, wala munang pumapalaot hangga’t
hindi pa umiihip ang Timog. Kapag humahabagat naman
wala ring pumapalaot dahil delikado.

It is only in (the wind) that they (old folk) are based.
They observe the behaviors and actions of the wind. If
Hilaga makes its presence felt, they become more
cautious of getting in the water because the weather
begins to turn bad. If Hilaga blows, no one dares fish in

70



the open water for they will be carried away by strong
winds. They just prepare and brace their houses with
serga. After the typhoon has passed nobody goes out
fishing until after 7imog blows. On the one hand, if the
weather turns Habagat (the Habagat referred to here is
more of the thunderstorm), no one also goes out fishing
because it is dangerous (Ed, personal communication,
multiple interviews in 2017).

The proliferation of radio and television units on the island afforded the taga-isla easy
access to the modern scientific weather forecast. This technological progress was preceded by
the advent of the motorboat in the 1920s which finally supplanted the sailboat in the 1980s. It
is expected therefore that such reliance on the local knowledge of winds for weather
prediction would dwindle in view of these developments. It bears mentioning that in spite of
their dependence on motorized boats for transportation, this knowledge still plays a major
role in their mobility. The boat captain and his crew are always keen on the temperament of
the wind in their daily operations, taking into account its movement, strength and direction to
ensure a safe journey. For their part, the fisherfolk still observe this body of knowledge in the
conduct of their work. The information obtained from modern means of forecasting is
bolstered by their own prediction gathered from the application of their knowledge of the
elements. To date, in spite of the proliferation and incorporation of modern scientific
forecasting in their affairs, the taga-isla particularly the fishers are more reliant in the
utilization of their local knowledge than in the employment of knowledge obtained from
inanimate objects and computer models of modern weather forecasting in the performance of

their everyday life.

3.4.4. Demographical sea change

A profound change was also manifested in demography. During the period 1950s to
1960s, the population was remarkably low, and houses were few and distant from one
another. In the following decade, an increase in population was noted in conjunction with the
burgeoning of fish pens. Such increase was partly attributed to the influx of outsiders who
worked as caretakers in pens (FGD April, September 2105; Kuya Tek personal
communication, multiple interviews in 2107; Kuya Nats personal communication, multiple
interviews in 2107). A middle-aged taga-isla underlined:

Noong mga bata pa kami madalang pa ang bahay
dyan sa Lambak. Ang mga bahay noon ay gawa sa kahoy
at kawayan at magkakalayo.
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When we were young the houses in Lambak were
few. The houses then were made of wood and bamboo
and were far away from each other (Kuya Nats personal
communication, multiple interviews in 2107).

The disappearance of rice fields starting with the 1980s was also associated with the
ballooning of population during this decade (EW January, February 2017). In the succeeding
decades, the population explosion was evident resulting in the shortage of residential space.
During this period, the island witnessed the occupation even of its shoreline as the inhabitants

constructed their houses near the water. A former barangay captain of Janosa who served in

the early 2000s noted this event:

Nagsimula noong hindi pa ko kapitan. Nagsimula na
yung pagdating ng bahay kasi nga ang tao dito ay sobrang
dami na, pati tabing-tubig ay tinatayuan na ng bahay. Pero
hindi sila squatter kasi kanila yun, may titulo ang lupa
doon. Kanya-kanya yung mga tinatayo kasi wala na
silang mapagtayuan ng bahay eh.

It started when I was not yet a barangay captain. That
was when houses were constructed because the population
ballooned, houses were constructed even along the
shoreline. But they were not squatters because they owned
the land; they had titles. One by one the houses were built
because there was no more available space (Kapitan
Pablo, personal communication, September 25, 2015).

In 2010 the number of households on the Binangonan side of the island was 5,228 of
which 301, 521 and 410 belonged to barangays Bangad, Janosa and Sapang respectively, the
sites of this research study. In 2015, the total population on this side shot up to a startling 27,
005. Of this entirety, Bangad had 1,563, Janosa had 2,917 and Sapang had 2,265. In 2020 the
number of households is projected at 6, 070 with an estimated increase of 16 percent for each
of the said barangays (Bangad, 349; Janosa, 605; Sapang, 476). With regards to the
population, it is forecasted to grow at 35, 648 with an estimated increase of 25 percent for the
three barangays cited. Accordingly, Bangad’s population is projected at 1, 948; Janosa’s at 3,
637 and Sapang’s at 2, 824 (OMPC n.d.). Such projection makes the present-day Talim
Island way far from the 1960s’ Talim Island with ‘few and distant houses’. Indeed, the

changes that the island has undergone through the years make the 19" century Talim Island,

depicted as uninhabited in the chronicles, a thing of the past.
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Picture 3.5. An old photograph of Sitio Lambak in barangay Sapang shows a ‘few and distant
houses’ even in the 1970s. Photo courtesy of Pablito Bolante and Renato Cerda (circa 1970).

Picture 3.6. The present-day photo of Sitio Lambak in Barangay Sapang shows no trace of
the ‘few and distant houses’ of the past. Photo: Renato Cerda (26 February 2021).
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3.5. The ‘people from the river’ of Central and South Luzon and the nation Tagala

Prior to Spanish colonization in the 16%century, the Philippines was occupied by
different ethnic groups that formed the different nations within the country (Zufiiga vol.l
[1803] 1814). The ‘nation Tagala, inhabiting many towns and mud villages, governed by
petty chiefs’ (Zuiiiga vol.1 [1803] 1814: 23-24) occupied the southern part of Luzon Island,
one of the three major islands in the country from which Talim Island belongs. This nation
was distinct from the other nations found north of Luzon such as Pampanga, Zambales,
Pangasinan, Ilocos and Cagayan, wherein each had ‘a distinct community, with a distinct
language, or dialect of the same language, and was distributed in mud villages, having no
king...to govern them; but in lieu of that a number of petty chiefs, or rajahs, whose authority
scarcely extended over fifty or an hundred families’ (Zufiga vol.1 [1803] 1814: 24). The
nation Tagala was peopled by the ‘taga-ilog’, or people from the river, which afterward was
corrupted into the name Tagalog. The Tagalogs populated only the lands from the south shore
of Laguna de Bay southwards, chiefly the provinces of Batangas, Laguna and Rizal,
including the district of Manila and the province of Bulacan in Central Luzon (Foreman
1906; Zuiniga vol.1 [1803] 1814).

The Tagalogs built their settlements on the shores of the sea and between rivers and
creeks. Here they sowed rice, tended palm trees, nipa and banana groves and other trees, and
possessed fishing and sailing implements. Their houses were set upon stakes and columns
high above the ground. They had small rooms and low roofs and were made of wood and
bamboos. The lower part of the house was not inhabited because ‘they raise their fowls and
cattle there, and because of the damp and heat of the earth, and the many rats... and because,
as their houses are generally built on the sea shore, or on the banks of rivers and creeks, the
waters bathe the lower part’ (Morga [1609] 1907: 590). These settlements were ruled by the
chiefs or datus who exercised authority over their subjects and assisted them in their interests
and necessities. The people were stratified into chiefs, possessing the upper stratum; timaguas
or commoners, occupying the middle level; and slaves, constituting the lower class (Morga
[1609] 1907).

The Tagalogs were distinguished by their attitude. Observations made at the start of
the 20" century underlined the distinction of the Tagalogs from other ethnic groups. In 1906
John Foreman noted how they ‘have made progress in civilization and good manners than the
Visayas of Panay and Negros’ (476). Furthermore, he underscored their curious attitude and

hospitality:
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The Tagalog differs vastly from his southern brother
in his true nature, which is more pliant, whilst he is by
instinct cheerfully and disinterestedly hospitable.
Invariably a European wayfarer in a Tagalog village is
invited by one or another of the principal residents to
lodge at his house as a free guest, for to offer payment
would give offence...The Tagalog host lends his guest
horses or vehicles to go about the neighbourhood, takes
him round to the houses of his friends, accompanies him
to any feast which may be celebrated at the time of his
visit...He is remarkably inquisitive, and will ask all sorts
of question about one’s private affairs, but that is of no
consequence, he is not intrusive...Speaking of the
Tagalog as a host, pure and simple, he is generally the
most genial man one could hope to meet (Foreman 1906:
476-477).
3.5.1. Absence of homogeneity
Nevertheless, the Tagalogs are not a homogeneous ethnic group. Members who hailed
from different Tagalog provinces have always been keen on the peculiarity of one locality.
Besides culture, the differences are evidenced by the variations in their spoken language.
Accordingly, a Tagalog from Manila can easily distinguish a Tagalog from Rizal province
due to the differences in their speech. In view of this, the Tagalog language comprises
different but mutually intelligible dialects, which are named based on the province in which
they are spoken. Hence, there exist Tagalog Aurora, Tagalog Bataan, Tagalog Batangas,
Tagalog Bulacan, Tagalog Cavite, Tagalog Laguna, Tagalog Marinduque, Tagalog Mindoro,
Tagalog Nueva Ecija, Tagalog Quezon and Tagalog Manila (Peneyra 2003).
Due to its own set of unique lexical items compared with other varieties, Tagalog
Rizal is a separate dialect of Tagalog in its own right (Paz 1994). Nevertheless, Tagalog Rizal
is neither a homogeneous dialect. Each town in Rizal province has a different variety of
Tagalog Rizal. Such differences are attributed to the existence of relic areas in the province.
Relic areas are places that have not been reached nor affected by linguistic innovations.
Accordingly, Rizal province comprises two relic areas with the towns of Teresa, Morong,
Cardona and Baras constituting the first one, while Taytay comprising the second one (Paz
1994).
As part of Rizal province, Tagalog Rizal is spoken on Talim Island. On that account,
the taga-isla are by no means similar to other Tagalog-speaking people especially the ones in

Manila. The glaring differences between Rizal and Manila varieties are hard to miss. The

taga-isla’s dialect is distinct from Tagalog Manila due to the presence of glottal stop at the

75



start of the ultimate syllable in a lexical root, which is lacking in the latter (e.g. ngayon [now]
= paj. ?on; katawan [body] = ka.taw. ?an; gabi [night] = gab. ?i; etc.) (Nunag fieldnotes
2017). In addition, their speech is distinguished by the use of the word ‘ay’ as an interjection,
as in the sentence, ‘Galing lang kami kagabi dun ay!” ‘We have just been there last night!’
Furthermore, it would be impossible to miss the intensifiers ‘apa’ and ‘bang’ in their
sentences when one converses with them: ‘Apa, bang galing!” ‘So great!” (Nunag fieldnotes
2017). Such peculiarities, more often than not, lead to others making fun of them:
Madalas nga po ay napagtatawanan kami sa Laguna

kapag naririnig nila magsalita kami ng ganyan.

Often, when we are in Laguna, people laugh every
time they hear us speak the way we speak (Ate Evelyn,
personal communication, May 10, 2017).

It is noteworthy that even on the island uniformity in the spoken dialect is lacking among the
inhabitants. One knows from which barangay another one comes from just by hearing the
latter’s intonation, glottal stop, interjection, intensifier, etc. Each barangay possesses a
distinct variety of Tagalog Rizal that serves as an identification of its inhabitants:

Dito sa isla, bawat barangay ay may kanya-kanyang
salita. Sa punto at salita pa lang, alam mo na kung taga-
Bangad yun, o taga-Buhangin o taga-Janosa.

Here on the island, each barangay has its own dialect.
Through mere intonation and words, you can discern
whether one hails from Bangad, Buhangin or Janosa
(Rainier, personal communication March 17, 2017).
3.5.2. Never a ‘tanga-isla’ (dumb islander), but a better off ‘taga-isla’ (from the island)

In terms of their relationships with the inhabitants of the mainland (Binangonan
proper) and other neighboring towns in Laguna and the city of Manila, they still experience
misconceptions and disdains - convictions that were especially strong in the past. In the
1970s the island was still relatively isolated due to limited mobility and lack of
telecommunication. During this period they seldom had the opportunity to go to the mainland
except when doing trade. The youth spent most of their tender years practically isolated on
the island as they hardly visited the mainland. This lack of contact between them and
mainlanders led to two opposing flawed views. Consequently, misconceptions about the
former as backward, ignorant, impoverished and inferior dominated the minds of the latter. In

contrast, the former held the latter in high regard, ascribing qualities that reflected the
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opposite view of themselves. These outlooks paved the way for their branding as ‘tanga-isla’
or ‘dumb islander’ by the mainlanders, a brand that had stuck for a long time (Ate Evelyn,
personal communication, multiple interviews in 2017; Kuya Nats personal communication,
multiple interviews in 2017; FGD April, September 2015, June 2017; EW January, February
2017). ‘Tanga-isla’ is a derivative of the term ‘taga-isla’ where the affix ‘taga’ means ‘from’,
hence, ‘taga-isla’ means people who come from the island. The mainlanders changed the
affix ‘taga’ into ‘tanga’ (dumb) to assert their superiority over them.

In contrast, the inhabitants of Talim Island take pride in calling themselves ‘taga-isla’
as this term reflects their peculiar and better way of life. The people from the island, or ‘taga-
isla’, boast of the simplicity, tranquility and easiness of island life as opposed to the
complicated and worrisome life on the mainland. They are proud to have retained their old
customs and good manners, which they believe are no longer present among the mainlanders
and inhabitants of Manila:

Dito ang mga tao natutulog nang nakabukas ang
pinto pero walang nawawala na kahit ano. Natutulog sila
sa labas ng bahay pero walang nangyayaring masama sa
kanila. Sa bayan yan o sa Maynila, ubos ang gamit nila at
saka may saksak na sila sa katawan.

Here, people sleep with their doors open, yet nothing
is stolen from them. They sleep outside their homes yet
no evil comes to them. Do it on the mainland or in
Manila, you will lose all your belongings and end up with
stab wounds (EW February 2017).

During my six-month fieldwork in Barangay Sapang, I observed that such habit was a
commonplace. As I wandered in the middle of the night, I saw them sleeping peacefully
outside their homes, oblivious to the outside world. The barangay captain who had become a
good friend even dared me to do the same and bragged that nothing bad would happen to me.
The confidence stemmed from low criminality on the island, something that they were really
proud of.

In addition, they are content with the strong sense of community that prevails through
the island, a condition that always bails them out in times of crisis. To their minds, this
peculiar state of affairs advantages them over the mainlanders and city people whose
relationships are defined by individualism:

Dito hindi ka magugutom. Kung wala kang ulam,
bibigyan ka ng kapit-bahay mo. Kung wala kang kanin,
punta ka isa mo pang kapit-bahay. Makakakain ka na.
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Hindi ka papalya ng kain dito. Hindi katulad sa bayan o
Maynila, kanya-kanya ang tao dun, walang pakialamanan.

You will not starve here. If you do not have a dish, a
neighbor will provide it. If you do not have rice, you go to
another neighbor. Then you will be able to eat. You will
never skip a meal here. Unlike in town or Manila, people
are on their own, to each his own (FGD April, September
2015, June 2017; EW January, February 2017).

Picture 3.7. It is not uncommon to see the taga-isla sharing their food with one another, a trait
that they always take great pride in. Photo: Angelito Nunag (21 October 2018).
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3.5.3. Apprehensive of developments

With the advent of passenger motorboats on the island in the 1980s and cellular
phones, the Internet and social media in the 1990s and 2000s, the people from Talim Island
experienced an influx of knowledge from the outside world, and vice-versa. They finally
enjoyed the privilege of free movement, traveling to and fro between the island and nearby
towns and cities. Although the youth still spent their tender years on the island, they were
nevertheless exposed to the outside world unlike their parents during their younger days,
frequenting the mainland and the city more than the number of times their parents did.
Nowadays, young and adults alike possess cellular phones and own Facebook accounts,
broadcasting to the world even the minutest eventualities in their lives. Even the island itself
has experienced a facelift as cellular towers sprouted in different barangays (Nunag fieldnotes
2107).

As these developments link the island to the outside world, perceptions are also
changed both on the part of the taga-isla and outsiders. Consequently, the former take
satisfaction in whatever advantages they have, as well as whatever island life has, over the
mainlanders and city people and urban life. It is common to hear them priding themselves on
the fact that on the island, ‘walang squatter dito’ ‘there are no squatters here’ (Nunag
fieldnotes 2017; FGD April, September 2015, June 2017; EW January, February 2017). The
latter, on the one hand, are dumbfounded to learn the existence of concrete houses on the
island. Such astonishment is further reinforced by the high costs of material and labor for
house construction: the cost of a bag of cement, for example, triples due to boat fare, hauling
fee (from the mainland port to the boat; from the boat to the island port; and from the island
port to the house), etc. This leads to teasing that ‘mayaman ang mga taga-isla’ ‘the taga-isla
are well off’, supplanting the pun ‘tanga-isla’. All the comforts that development has to offer
notwithstanding, they are apprehensive, as they fear that development might erode the
customs and manners that define who they are as ‘taga-isla’ and shelter them from evils that
come along with it.

Indeed, they have all the reasons in the world to be apprehensive. More than the
destruction of their identity and protection from the evils of development, however, the
erosion of their customs poses an even graver danger. Their culture has always been at the
core of their adaptability and resiliency. Their ideas, beliefs and practices are embedded in
their way of life and encapsulated in their local knowledge; their use of it has allowed them to

persist through time. The destruction of their customs, traditions and local knowledge, hence,
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translates to the undermining of their ability for survival. That the application of their local
knowledge in their everyday life made them resilient, proves the essentiality of local
knowledge in the performance and fulfillment of their life. The succeeding chapter tackles
just that and underlines exactly how local knowledge plays a vital role in the functioning and

discharging of a peculiar and dynamically tailored island life.

80



<//

e

Picture 3.8. This cellular tower of one of the major telecom companies in the Philippines was
being constructed just behind the house where I stayed during my fieldwork on Talim Island
in 2017. Photo: Angelito Nunag (25 May 2017).
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CHAPTER 1V
THE REALM OF THE ELEMENTS: HARMONIOUS CONFLICT AND
CONFLICTED HARMONY

The elements play a central and essential role in the lives of the taga-isla as their
livelihood is greatly affected and dependent on the occurrences of the various winds that
frequent the island on a regular basis following a complex pattern. It is not surprising,
therefore, that they are keen on the nature, movements and idiosyncrasies of the elements.
Accordingly, they have evolved a system containing the structure, relationships and patterns
of the winds that aids them in their day-to-day interaction wi