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If one examines Philippine social history, one would be hard-pressed to find any other phenomenon that has had as dramatic, as deep, and as comprehensive an impact on the collective fate and private lives of Filipinos as overseas employment.

The migration dividend

Short-term overseas work of the last 25 years has irreversibly shaped the Philippine economy, modified the bureaucracy, transformed the Filipino family, the relations between spouses, and between parents and their children. It has changed the physical landscape of the remotest barrios, now teeming with ubiquitous “katas ng Saudi” (literally, “sap from Saudi”) homes made of concrete and GI sheet roofing. It has transposed career patterns, consumer tastes, status systems, and even modes of spirituality.

It has altered the nature of consular work abroad, and made new demands on foreign policy never before imagined by previous governments. It has liberated Filipino women contract workers from traditional bondage to the men in their families. It has allowed them to nurture the private self as a project, free from the constraints of tradition, and away from the suffocating pressure of family obligations.

With overseas contract work has also come duty-free shopping on a scale vastly greater than the PX or commissary privilege that Filipinos knew from the days of the American bases. This is not, as we know, ordinary shopping driven by immediate needs. This is blind and obsessive shopping driven by the insatiable need to spend - or an almost pathological need to realize the imagined equivalent in value of all the trials and tribulations that the typical OCW undergoes while at work abroad. A national love affair with shopping, a friend of mine described it once.

Indeed, the global travel and the attendant exposure to other cultures that overseas contract work has made possible to masses of ordinary Filipinos have, in only one generation, brought our nation into the heart of the postmodern and global age. I call this phenomenon and the sum total of its effects the Filipino diaspora - a collection of experiences arising from the “doubled relationship or dual loyalty that migrants, exiles, and refugees have to places - their connections to the space they currently occupy and their continuing involvement with ‘back home’.” (Lavie and Swedenburg, 1996, p.14)

From exiles to rebels

It is not the travel itself, however, that is new, but the purpose and magnitude in which it is being undertaken, and the complex consequences that have followed in its wake. Filipinos have had a long tradition of living in countries other than their own. In the 1 880s, wealthy Filipino families sent their sons to study in Europe to keep them from getting into trouble wvith the Spanish colonial authorities and friars at home. They attended the best universities in Spain, Belgium, France. Germany, and Holland.

Among them was Jose Rizal. perhaps the most extensively traveled of the lot, who brought the problems of the colony right into the center of Spanish politics. They called themselves “Indios Bravos”, a clear attempt to subvert the pejorative meaning of the term “indio”. and thus to weave it into the fabric of an emergent national identity. They published a paper called “Solidaridad”, which immediately became the voice of an oppositional national consciousness outside of the motherland. Recognizing the futility of waging a reform struggle from abroad, many of them subsequently went home to join the revolution against Spain and later against America.

Less than a hundred years later, the example set by these first Filipino exiles was replicated by the young men and women who escaped from martial law and waged sustained struggles against the Marcos dictatorship and American imperialism from abroad. They tried to create new lives in their adopted countries, but their politics remained feverishly glued to the concerns of the homeland. Only a handful of them found it worthwhile or important to understand, or much less immerse themselves in the political situation of the societies in which they have sought refuge. But that is another story.

These thoughts come to mind because next year, in 1998, the Philippines is marking the centennial of the declaration of its independence from Spain. The celebration of this national milestone is an event that encourages Filipinos from all over the world to come home and revisit the nation’s history, as well as to reflect on the collective possibilities that await us, as one nation, in the next millennium.

Waves of Philippine migration

We have had several waves of migration from the homeland since Rizal’s time. The first of these were the so-called “pensionados”, young promising Filipinos singled out by the American colonizers to study in US universities, with the end in view of forming a first generation of Filipino public servants and teachers of English and the new disciplines.

They were soon followed by a wave of hardy peasant youths who were recruited to work in the pineapple farms and apple orchards of Hawaii and California in the 193 Os. These farm workers lived in isolation, and were explicitly prohibited from marrying American women. It was their labor that was needed, not the jural persons that embodied it. Then, again, in  the 1960s, the US opened its doors to a third wave of Filipino professionals - doctors, nurses, engineers - who, unlike the manongs of Ilocos, were allowed to bring their families with them. This last wave defined the pattern of Filipino outmigration for about two decades thereafter. The new migrants were professionals, with young families, and their destination was mainly the US, although in later years, they added Canada and Australia to their list.

The oil factor

Then, in the 1 970s, after Ferdinand Marcos declared Martial Law and installed himself as dictator, the Filipino diaspora took a different turn. Like other nations without their own oil wells, the Philippines needed to pay for its oil supply, the cost of which had quadrupled because of the oil crisis The Philippines had been trading its sugar for Chinese oil, but this proved insufficient to maintain the factories. Industries were collapsing at home because of the crisis. Jobs had to be found for the growing army of displaced Filipino workers, and more importantly from the point of view of the government, foreign exchange had to be generated to pay for the country’s mounting oil receipts.

These were the immediate circumstances that led to the deployment of the first batch of Filipino contract workers to construction sites in the Middle East, a region that suddenly found itself awash in excess funds from oil revenues. In effect, it was a simple barter transaction: Filipino labor for oil. Today, about 800,000 Filipinos work in the Gulf area, half a million of them are concentrated in Saudi Arabia alone, where on rest days they may be found congregating with their respective ethnic communities.

What was originally conceived as a stop-gap measure to alleviate domestic unemployment and to help the country pay for its oil imports became, in no time at all, a lucrative industry for recruiters, an easy source of foreign exchange for the government (the estimate of OFW remittances for 1996 is around $7 billion), and a very popular and instant way out of poverty for millions of poor families. These contractual jobs were typically for a period of 2 years, but with the option to renew for an indefinite period.

The first workers who went to the Middle East were hired at reasonably good rates, most of them without having to pay a local recruitment fee. But later, when Arab job brokers realized that the labor supply seemed limitless, recruitment fees began to be collected, wages went down drastically, and even the food that used to be provided free was withdrawn. Today, we hear accounts of construction workers in Arab job sites receiving wages as low as $200 per month, without any food subsidy.

The reason for this is that, over the years, while houses, office buildings, roads, ports, and airports were being finished, the number of Filipino workers seeking jobs abroad did not diminish. Many old-time workers, “finished contract” as they were called, had to return home. But, of course, this did not mean that there would no longer be any demand for contract workers. What happened was something policy planners did not foresee - a radical shift in preference from construction workers to domestic helpers, and from engineers to nurses, office workers, and sales personnel. That occupational shift was as much a gender shift: from male OCWs to female OCWs.

Feminization of labour

The gender shift in migration may be regarded as among the most revolutionary events in the history of the Filipino family. Filipino women in the traditional households were homebound, institutionally deprived of the opportunities for a high education, a professional career, and a life of their own. But when the overseas contract worker (OCW) program dangled the prospect of capturing the international market for domestic helpers, tradition crumbled and millions of Filipino women were suddenly released from their tacit vows of obedience to the males in their families - their fathers, brothers, and husbands. To go abroad to work in foreign homes was, for many of them, an act of liberation. The teenage Muslim girl Sarah Balabagan, who was kept in a prison in Dubai for killing the man who raped her, is emblematic of this new breed of Filipino women. This phenomenon triggered the outmigration of Filipino women for other overseas jobs - as singers, dancers, and hostesses in Japan, as factory workers in Japan, Taiwan and South Korea, and as domestic helpers in Singapore, Hong Kong, Italy and Spain. A corollary route was intercultural marriage, which was extensively promoted by so-called “mail-order-bride” or match-making agencies.

The Filipino identity in a globalising world

But today, I particularly want to zero in on one item in the rich agenda suggested by the theme of being Filipino in the age of globalization - the question of Filipino identity. An aspect of nation-building is the cultivation of an ideal Filipino identity - a sense of belonging and loyalty to an imagined historical community, a feeling of pride and security in what one is supposed to be, a consciousness of one’s roots, which immediately makes some things familiar and others strange - in short, a nostalgia, and an ability to relate one s own personal experiences to the saga of an entire community. I think this is what national identity has usually meant.

In a world made small by the constant flow of massive numbers of people, what will happen to such a national identity? Will it continue to have moral and political relevance in the lives of people? What will happen to the nation, to that unit of analysis favored by social scientists, namely, the “society” that we have equated with the nation-state?

In a Borderless world

The problem also arises in view of the popular assertion that nations and national boundaries are becoming increasingly irrelevant in a “borderless world” - a world in which the power of the State to control and regulate activities within its boundaries is daily being challenged by global entities like the International Monetary Fund or IMF, transnational corporations, currency traders, wielders of global pension funds, telecommunications conglomerates, and, most assuredly, the Internet itself

The political analyst, Richard Falk, defined the problem quite sharply: “Patriotism in the traditional sense,” he says, “assumes the potential moral agency of the sovereign state. If that agency is being eroded, then the grounds of loyalty are undermined, at least from the perspective of human betterment and meaningful community.” (Falk, in M. Nussbaum. 1996, p. 58)

I should say, following Falk, that for societies like the Philippines, the undermining of the grounds of loyalty to the nation began even before anyone has noted the first faint signs of the erosion of state authority. Filipinos began to leave their country for destinations abroad even before they became morally convinced that the failure of their government to provide them a decent life at home meant that they were free to find it elsewhere, and that indeed they owed the nation nothing.

Emigration, identity and the state

The effects of emigration on the value of a national identity are worth examining In particular, it becomes sensible to ask, in view of such developments, whether people would find any further use for nationality, or for place of birth and citizenship as sources of identity, as opposed, let us say, to religion, language, ethnicity, or the exigencies of the varied affiliations that an immigrant typically acquires in the country of settlement? In a globalized world, would it still be meaningful for parents to instill loyalty and love of country m their children?

All economies face the same threats from global processes, but they differ in the degree of their vulnerability to these processes. Developed nations as those in Western Europe respond to globalization by attempting to salvage those welfare-oriented features of their societies that had been won by years of labor struggle, and, in so doing, they may risk losing their competitiveness. But it is a choice they can, and often do make, because their economies are strong. On the other hand, struggling nations like ours cannot even provide the minimum safety nets to those sectors of the economy that global competition will surely sweep away because of the fundamental weakness of our economy and the absence of willful political leadership.

When a state can no longer defend and protect the vast majority of its citizens from hunger, unemployment, crime, and disease - can it stop the rapid erosion of its moral and political authority over its citizens? What other value can being identified a Filipino abroad possibly have if Philippine consulates overseas are unable to protect and defend Filipinos who find themselves in trouble in other countries? Our travel documents have become notorious for being so susceptible to fraud that in many airports abroad, immigration officials and borderzone enforcers immediately ask you to step aside for special scrutiny the moment they see the word “Filipino” on your documents.

“Filipino” as identity at home and abroad

In short, there seems less and less reason for Filipinos today to identify themselves by their nationality. “Filipino” is a term for an overworked maid in European and Singaporean homes, an exploited prostitute or dancer in Japan, and an underpaid seaman in some Panamanian-registered boat. None of the proud revolutionary beginnings of our society are summoned by the emblems of our national identity. To be a Filipino abroad is to be seen as a rootless nomad, a wandering refugee from economic hardship

To be a Filipino at home, on the other hand, is to be part of a community that has consistently failed to uplift the lives of its poorest members, where graft is routinely regarded as an integral part of the nation’s political life, and where young girls are trained at an early age to become ago-go dancers.

The American actor, Martin Sheen, visiting Manila’s slums recently and witnessing an actual demolition of squatter shanties, could not contain his rage as he diplomatically admonished the Philippine government to please take care of the small people rather than of big business. We are the Others that politicized guests like Sheen feel constantly compelled to speak for, as we cannot seem to speak for ourselves loud enough to be taken seriously by our own leaders.

If national identity refers to those salient aspects of our being by which we recognize ourselves as a distinct people, then I have to say that these distinguishing marks of our being only serve as reminders of the failure of the Filipino nation-state. Small wonder that many young Filipinos do not think very highly of their nationality. Most of them, said Dr. Ma. Luisa Doronila in a shocking study, would rather be American or Japanese than Filipino if they had the choice of being born again.

Is this skepticism about national identity cured by the appropriate exposure to our history, culture and traditions? Not necessarily. Today, notes the British sociologist Anthony Giddens, “traditions have to explain themselves, to become open to interrogation or discourse.” (Giddens, 1994, p.5) Traditions no longer command automatic respect, as they used to in an earlier age.

When national identity is insufficient

In a time of global cosmopolitanism, individuals are exposed to a bewildering variety of life choices and modes of being. They encounter these in their travels, on television and the movies, and books and magazines. and in cyberspace. All at once, an identity based on national affiliation and citizenship appears so impoverished. People now ask what our ancestors never asked before: what - in terms of values - does it mean to be a Filipino? Why is it good to be a Filipino?

The heroes of our nation never needed to explain their nationalism or patriotism to anyone. nor to have to justify it to themselves. For these terms were synonymous with freedom and emancipation from colonial bondage, a singular value that gripped all of them. But certainly, face to face with a post-colonial generation, someone needs to define what the value content of a nationalist commitment might be today. If nationalism means a commitment to defend and advance the national interest, then it behooves nationalists to state what is the national interest in a society riven by class, and religious or ethnic conflict, and whose economies are overrun by global corporations and their local partners. Whose interests might the nation’s interests be?

It is clear that we can not continue to preach the virtues of a nationalist consciousness to a generation that is no longer fighting a war of national emancipation, without explaining how it relates to notions of justice, democracy, and personal freedom. By the same token, we can no longer expect a new generation to automatically embrace or prefer Filipino traditions and customs just because they are Filipino.

The reason for this is that our children today, unlike us and our parents, are freer to choose what they can be. Today’s children are no longer engaged in a voyage of discovery of the past. Their project instead is one of creation and invention. The self, for them, is not something you search for or recreate from some imagined original concept; rather it is something you make or piece together without any pre-ordained design. That is what makes them postmodern.

I am not just talking here of the offspring of inter-cultural marriages, although the particular situation of children of Filipino ancestry who were either born or who grew up outside the Philippines might provide a sharper picture of what I am trying to say. Some of these children may no longer find any use for the cultural legacy of their parents, their sole preoccupation being how to live as unobtrusively as possible in their adopted country, in passive mimicry of the locals.

But at the opposite end, some others operating in a multiculturalist setting may be engaged in a frenetic search for something original or definitive in their parents’ culture, fragments that they can then imaginatively weave into an identity of their choice. What is clear to me is that wherever they are, young Filipinos are expressing and creating identities for themselves instead of having these totally defined for them by tradition or inherited cultures.

An eclectic culture reinventing itself?

Yet, it is funny that while we worry that globalization might induce a flattening homogenization of the world’s cultures, something different -- and people feel entitled to call it “Filipino” also -- is being created or re-created. I think of imported Canadian salmon heads transformed inventively into simgang na ulo or pesang salmon. I have been served came norte (corned beef) from Argentina cooked adobo-style. Indeed, wherever they are, the Pinoys seem unable to wean themselves away from canned meat, no matter if all around them is freshly harvested food. Someone said it is a gastronomic hangover from the American liberation days. The point is: does it become less authentic when a culture assimilates some foreign elements? Does the displacement disturb us when we hear the lovely liturgical songs of Fr. Hontiveros sung by Pinoy migrants in Catholic masses in the cathedrals of Florence and the converted gyms of Hong Kong?

In a small community in New Jersey in the US, I have been told about a small barangay transplanted from Macabebe which celebrates the feast of its patron saint year after year. I am told that inter-ethnic rivalries nurtured in the Philippines are soon transposed into those familiar bitterly contested beauty pageants of Pinoy communities in the US and Europe. I have seen it everywhere there are vibrant Filipino communities -- this same conscious and meticulous effort to construct and express a distinct Filipino identity in the cuisine, in social rituals and in everyday manners. To what purpose? Not just as a practical coping mechanism, I am sure, but as a way of recreating, as Nietzsche once put it, “the contentment of a tree with its roots, the happiness of knowing oneself not to be wholly arbitrary and accidental, but rather as growing out of a past as its heir, flower and fruit and so to be exculpated, even justified, in one’s existence.” (Nietzsche, 1980, p. 20) No, the Filipino does not appear about to vanish in the margins of a borderless world, nor is she about to be crushed by the juggernaut of globalization. One thing is clear: the Filipino is re-inventing herself

Solidarity with other minorities

What is, however, of particular concern to me is that in the many corners of the world where they have re-found their homes, Filipinos seem unable to find common cause with other minorities who find themselves in the same circumstances of being exploited and socially excluded. Instead, what I have seen in many places has been a pernicious and shameless identification with the dominant culture in its rejection of the alien. The Pinoy prejudice against Chicanos and Afro-Americans and other Asians in the US is legendary. Quite unexpectedly, where I have found examples of solidarity with fellow marginalized others, it has been among the youth gangs, like those in London, where an oppositional consciousness and a subculture of ritual secrecy have developed among Filipino and Chinese youths as a matter of survival.

Let me summarize what I have been trying to say through these scattered impressions. Globalization compresses time and space, and in so doing, it creates a new reality that is far too elusive for the sovereign nation-state and its cultural and technocratic planners to manage. In such a setting, the national identity that is zealously promoted by the sovereign state melts into irrelevance. In the global age, identities are no longer hostage to tradition. Tradition becomes just one more vocabulary among many, while the self, freed from the mold of tradition, is creatively pieced together from the fragments of multiple affiliations. I believe that it is from such varied affiliations that new Filipinos at home or abroad will draw the basis for new emancipatory solidarities and alliances.
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