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1s Folk Fine?:
An Ambi-valent
Introduction

by Patrick 1. Flores

The desire of Philippine scholarship to locate and appropriate the specific culturai
locus of the truly and distinctly Philippine and Filipino has taken forked paths. On the
one hand, there are the attemplts by some quarters inboth local and international aca-
deme to recapture the lost eden of Philippine culture by recuperating from the colonial
memaory the putatively pristine stories of the indigene, the allegedly unadulterated
tales of the native that had been subjected to the epistemic violences of the imperialist
apparatus. On the other, there are the ‘Effﬂl‘fﬁ that Ernblema tize precisely this very
programmatic and the rhetoric /analytic which has informed and continues tq infacen
the theoretical enterprise.

IL is against this background of options that the Art Studies Journal emerges. For
its premiere issue, it seeks (o rethink tl:l.e terms with which the category folk has been
formulated. Implicated in this thematics, to be sure, are the contentious
underlying the concepts of the identity and ethnicity of the Philippine, a
of the Filipino nation.

problematics
nd inevitably

Alden Q. Lauzon's Folk Activities as Minority Practice: A Post-Colonia) g,
sponse zeroes instraightaway onhow traditional humanist scholarship has fossilized
the study of folk production/practice by merely appraising itin terms of jis formalistic
and, well, folkloristic aspects. Lauzon posits that this perspective has failed 1o
historicize the folk and therefore has ineluctably become complicit to the
agenda of naturalizing the assignations and interests of othering and weo
Manichaean aesthetic is thus affirmed here and employed to underpin th
distinctions between cultures, colonialist and colonized.

Orientalist
riding. The
€ essentialized

Lauzon, however, teases out the more fundamental theoretical basis an which
cortain orthodox fnrmulallunufEulturfhuildsitﬁpremise. Hﬂf_ﬂﬁhnndb Pro :::' s
from Antonio Gramsci as interpreted by Raymond Williams, thﬁ’lt‘.uttu-t-:g. isn'i:.EtL-d;k“g
mogenous, unitary, and _f'nuad body of prac!iceﬁ, t:-u_t rather a decen tered and Fr:!:'=| 72
tary assemblage of conflicting and clﬂntrgthrmr}ﬂd|smu:r5es. Itis this position Hmen_
finally leads Lauzon to takeissue with Ricarte I-"urug_anan’s assertion thay “(a)rti at
could involve themselves in this significant venture into the more lofty aspir s
our race, into the search for the very substance of our being, ang QLT B “Plrations of

i ; i i ' L T | :
the realization of our national identity in terms of our art, aCiety, into
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Lauzon insists that the notion of cul-
ture operative in Purvganan’s appealisno
longer tenable and sustainable. According
to Lauzon:

Butwhat rece? What being? Whaose iden-
fily? Of course, it is valid for Puruganan to call
for a contextualization of exogenous " influences,”
bt apparently he still iarbors this cononluted
notion of culture as a monolithic empire.
But...Philippine Culture is a differentinted and
decentered ierrain just like any other. It should
not be singularized, but rather pluralized so
that it is possible to speak of Phlippine cul-
fures: the culture of the ethnic peoples like the
Itnegs, T'bolis, Manebos; the wurban/popular
cultures of the metropolises of Manila, Cebu,
Davao; the folk/rural culiure of Basey, Paele,
Pakil, Taal: the minorily cultures of the various
Muslint commiunities dispersed throughout the
archipelago.

He qualifies though that this pluralism
must be interrogated in the contextof Third
World /Post-Colonial conditions. Lauzon
quotes Abdul Jan Mohamed and David
Lloyd: “The semblance of pluralism dis-
guises the perpetuation of exclusion, in so
far as it is enjoyed only by those who have
already assimilated the values of the domi-
nant culture. For this pluralism, ethnic or
cultural difference is merely an exoticism,
an indulgence which canbe relished without
in any significant way, modifying the indi-
vidual who is securely embedded in the
protective body of dominantideology.”

Lauzon's essay, hence, substantially
puts under siege conservative construa Is of
folk, culture, folk culture, as well as their
precursorial /derivative terms/categories,
deconstructing their theoretical langue by
confronting them with a crisis, precisely,
againstthem ,-'_'selvr.a, 50 tl_iat they may ache
under the tension of predicament.

To further prove thatthe folkcan never
he romanticized as distilled quint/essence
or elixir, Norma A. Respicio’s The Rise and
Fall of the Textile Weaving Tradition of

the [inegs of Northern Luzon, Philippines
demonstrates that tradition, the supposed
cornerstone of culture, is not invulnerable
to the historical constraints of capital and
power relations. She relates, for instance,
that Itneg weaving has practically unrav-
elled down to its last thread because of
various factors:

It is recalled that the Itnegs had resisfed
western controland domination. They sirongly
resisted Spanish proselytization and adminis-
trative control. The Americans who used more
sophisticated metheds of colonization (estab-
lishment of schools and intensification of mar-
ket economy) were also regarded with distrust
by the lincgs. The Itnegs showed their abher-
rence by clinging more ardently to iheir beliefs
and tradifions.  Unfortunaiel y these native
stubborness and pride did not withstand Hie
intense assaults of world war. In pursuit of the
retreating Japanese Imperial Forces, the Ameri-
cant bambers razed Abra to the ground. This
resulted to the cemplete paralyzation of the
agrarian economy, as lands became barren and
unitllable, Cultural materials (textile weaves

q”id weaving implements) were ol reduced to
ashes.

~ Asaresull of the war, the Itnegs had
nothing to cling to. They had compieiely lost
their cultural materials that bolstersd Hheir
tdentity as a people. Hands dowsn. the whole
[tneg native superstructure was feasted u-m;:
by marke! economy (witha wonopoly ca pi{r;i;'w'
character), unleashed with Sull force by the
Americans. The Itnegs just iike the rest of the
Filipine populace were helpiess | nder the semii-
colonial system running FOuUghshiod over Hie
rcapac lated rice-based aurgrin, : societ t--,:..; I
and profit were all that mgppereq Trluh:ﬂ-r.‘rr:rcl*
Fice crapprngs were iniroduced: eash crops fike
Virginia tobaccoand garjjc replaced cotton; und
the public markets g, : :

cre flooded with factory-
processed texties from: the Urited Sm{iﬁ ot

Wi e
0 r'.'l-lrl-n ;;i"l; I-thunge fo marker economy,
3 ¢ Fl' . "‘I'ﬁ "'r “*ﬁ-"_- and practices in the for-
terly Wholly rice-based agrarian Itneg
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seonomy became irrelevant, Textile weap-
iy, tov, beceme obsolete for if was too arduous
we endeavor to gein cash for. Moreower, with
the altered agricultural cycle, ritunls, textile
wenves wsed in rifuels along with the design
pad terns/motifs completely lest their sigmfi-
Canci.

Verily, succeeding studies on lineg
weaving canno lonper afford toneglect the
issues foregrounded by Respicio. In ap-
praising productions such as weaves, they
will have to take into account matiers such
as mode of production, relations of produc-
tion. and other social imperatives which
compromise and vitiate, as it were, the
authenticity and identity of the folk; and
treat the aforementioned equations not as
extraneouns “oulworks of the text,” but
rather the crucial pressures that intimately
inform and determine the very form of the
artifact itsell, including its very capacity to
signify /symptomatize the society whenceit
had sprung. Witk this, Respicio’s a::::::u:_nl
virtually prefigures an incipient materialist
analysis of folk art, thus offering in the final
analysis an alternative metaphor/narrative
to the neo-canonical trope of fulk as a vestal
virgin raped by a ruthless marauder and
therefore must be purged of the stains of
the enemy’s sin to appear worthy againin
the eyes of the gods.

Respicio’s contributionin a way inau-,
gurates, too, 2 possible shiftin the theory of

the folk. For one, it is able to account for
certain transformationsin calture, explain-
ing these changes as pnsr:iblr: breaks, say, in
social arrangements or realignments, per-
haps, in academic epistemes, and de finitely
not as the result of the apostacy of an un-
grateful people who have irrevocably sold
aut to corporatist/conglomerate capital and
thus party to the perpetration and perpetu-
ation of their “damaged culture.”

The Dissipation of Follk Art, Ana Maria
Theresa P. Labrador's treatise on the dissi-

. tus of folk arg,

pation of cultural products referred to by
the Philippine artworld az folk, clues usinto
the manner in which culture moves — in the
same way that money changes hands. Lab-
rador ably lays bare the intricate traffic of
this dispersion by discussing salient topics
such as the effect of money economy to
hand-woven textiles, scholarship and the
plunder of Philippine material culture, the
economic realilies of the market for Phalip-
pine folkart, and the athics of acquisition of
folk ark. Labrador cites a case:

A comiributory factorin the dissipation of
‘fﬂ!t artis the FaTHpand ﬂ‘[q‘ﬂfﬁllfiﬂ" Fﬁ?'}l'-:'ffur-rft'ﬂ'
by musewms. collectors, end dealers. The de.
gres of amassing other reople’s matorinl cultire
ﬂ'ﬁpfﬂds fiLr} rh’f Frjl.'f ﬂff;h' [Sb.l':'fffs a I'Td ﬁrhp_fﬂ r;
interest. It is as if fashion dictated acquisition

Philippine objects ore very
: i VYpovularan
anﬂr .&menr_an, Germen, and French ma rirmr:;;f
This pf.:lj:ﬂ:rfﬂﬂfy lm_:rrs @ direct reletion jo I}:;
covnbries s ecademic interest ard $he Hor ;.'f

schiolars involved iy the field of Phiti

; i e
nography. The problem of ung bated iﬁ: :ff;:!:
wqr::rﬂ-&'f-_f, Ff:'ﬁiﬂpﬂ H]"I.Ffr_lﬂw;"g{”r i‘-‘y‘ schiols ®
ship, which instigates warkd priges for YL
folk artor antiguity. et

The importance .
lies in its ah!f}itg,r to m::nl::ir:tdt;r 51eff_m_-r
cant nodes, circuits, and int < 5':;mﬁ-
through which objects Pass as ;]..tzr,wm_[fr.‘ﬂ
and out of categories cunﬁ|,uﬂt:dmmk B
artworld, These institutions, we DY the
ocut, include the atademe, 1h-é loe
ternational muzeum fgaller ¢aland in-
cultural agencies of the 5t
ness, and tourism.

Pearl Tan-Pung
s NEbBavanse
in Lucban, Quezoy, 4 P::;TT s The Pahiyas
for its part prohje imin :

| Mmatizes how
hasbeen valuateq 4. A rn;ﬂ-r

o

l””ll_i‘l.ll" >

faism i
i Ihuimrpuh:yns;'s “folk art i
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based largely onan induced phenomenon which
15 consistent with the prevailing system of in-
stitutionnlizing art and a relatively recent sys-
tem of approprigting culfural prachices and ar-
tifacts. O one hand, the ariworid hos cxtended
the domain of arl to absorbing what used to be
wenerally regarded as ethnographic materials
and classifying them under “folk art,” at Hmes
even "elevating “them to “fine arl.” On the
other hand, ethnologists, folklorisis, amd cul-
tural anthrapologisis have seriously pursued
interest in the aesthetic values/significance of
cultural artifacts and practices. The wealth of
literaiure concerning the convergence or dioer-
gence of art and anthropology written since the
frern ..:r_'i‘ the century up to Hre present aktests to
the surge of interest in the relation between
aestitetic objects and anthropelogical obgecis,

Tan-Punongbayan further claims that
the arthood of the paliyas hinges on the
aesthetic rationale based on what was per-
ceived tobe folk or, better yet, folksy by the
tourism apparatus of Ferdinand Marcos’s
Mew Society. The elaborate decorations of
the facades, which only began to preponder-
ate under the aegis of the New Society, were
used to justily the aesthetic and folkloric
status of the pahiyas. Tan-Funongbayan thus
spurs a problematic:

Roces's pahiyas as “folk art” is based on
the New Society pahiyas and may siill be appli-
cable to the presemt puliyas as for as the
manner of celebrating the accasion is concerned.
Whether or not the same can be said of the pre-
New Society pahiyas is, however, another ques-
tion which needs furtier consideratron. Al leas!
tivo reasons are pertinent to this consideration:
one, the eloboraie decorations profiferated only

froms the New Sectety period onui rds, hence Hie
simple pahiyas of the pre-Metw Society may nol
counl as art in this respect. This, of course, does
not disregard the fact thal the very nativn of the
pahiyas at its earliest stuge was polentially

aesthelic. no matter how undeveloped i was; |

twa, it may be legitimate to consider the pre-
New Sociely pahiyasas "folk art"on the basis of
its being a rifual alone, Le., withoul onsidering

the presence or absence of aesthetic features.

Tan-Funongbayan’s disquisition atits
most useful makes possible an inguiry into
the construction of the aesthetic as an insti-
tutional imperative of the artworld to le-

gitimate its existence and its power tospeak
for others.

Finally, Flandette May V. Datuin’s Re-
thinking the Folk: An/Other View ques-
tions the strategies /tactics currently em-
ployed by feminist visual artist with regard
to the appropriation of folk in contempo-
rary art-making. She begins by stating that
one of Iiuda}r'a'- prevalent feminist eritical
and artistic practices "urges a “returg to the
source,’ thus privileging the *fo) i’ and th
“indigenous’ as the "UnSUNg province’ E;
women's art activity, This étrateg}. r:h-::'t
lenges the dominant male-centered arti lt"
production by advancing a Counter-t 5d1'r
tion and a redefinition of art.” R

Datuin, however, eri

tigue i :
the gesture: ques the rigor in

-.-Censiructing a COUMer-coannn fall
inte several traps, ope of which is ip s
. £ &y-

sentralist notion that Women are in}
L‘rgtl:fj'l-'l:_ and are therefore it 'i'i'rr:.urf_a,.
ognition. Once we Bel recognis :f of rec-
warthy "artists” thar We are ;:hﬂ{{}r mi
) nNex
; dfjrﬂ-rjut.‘l:‘ 'TEP':HE“E;_;F
aritstic mothers in i:f"lﬂ af fl!'t"rﬂrf and
- ' ich Cose o 5
sionof a hegemonic prder will e HTE'II. e
or w gl 'r{migm‘g:yﬂ“‘;m“wm put
i"f".!t.: patriarchal Ficj.jf:mnuy o .'“fl' Hie cyr-
Kloriously intact. Our UHIstic p:f; L
nevly X o1 e o nonl
nant art forms. .rngt?ml'_by Side with fhe 3;;’ ”.‘F
hotoever, our eyt Ie ﬁ”‘nirrﬁy “,rdl-ﬁrau?:g:.
categorized TN ot the buttom.
art,” “exehic, " *in4 = “twonien ..
“folk-inspired, " natioe,* “folk l or

S ]l p
as
Igenoys =
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Whai Datuin proposes to her fellow
feminists is to reterritorialize, to relocate
not in a room of one's own, but, in the
words of Caren Kaplan, in “a place with
room for what can be salvaged from the
pastand what can be made new...we gain
reterritorialization; we inhabit a world of
our making where “our’ is expanded to a
coalition of identities.”

tudithh Barry and Sandy Plitterman,
writing in “Textua! Strategies: The Politics
of Art Making,” elaborates Datuin’s imain
theses. Barry and Flitterman identily four
approaches to feminist art-making today.
For the purposes of this juurnal, itwould be
useful to refer to their reading of a kind of
women's art which takes the form of sub-
cultural resistance, one thai presents a kind
of artisanal work that recovers crafts and
previously neglected skills. Barry and
Plitterman look at this as an essentialist
position in asmuch as “it views women as
having an inherent creativity that simply
gues unrecognized by mainstream culture.
[t therefore has imited ability to transform
the structural conditions which both pro-
duce definitions of "art’ and oppress women.
This is not to say that this kind of ari-
making is unimpeortant, but simply to point
out the limitations of an untheorized strat-

egy.”

The aspiration, therefore, of feminists.
to invest themselves with specificity as

“women” and as “natives” cannot be an-
chored on a pre-patriarchal herstory or a
matriarchal universe. The feminist praxis
must ultimately reckon with the
overdetermination of subjectivity and dis-
course, selze the strategic pnsitiynirngﬁ of
radical politics, and at the same ime grap

ple with the exigencies of differance. it is
only at this unnerving conjuncture where a
tenable praxiology of ethnocentric uiopia

(feminist, Philippine, feminist Philippine) |

can be efficaciously effected and
operationalized.

The theoredical and political ramilica-
lions of the terms fcategories ethnic, folk,
mdigenous, native, iraditional, subzitern,
and even autochthonous  implicate the
multiple seppositions that vatidate the kind
of acadeiic productions on Philippine cul-
ture circulating inacademe fou fuite same
time now., The arena of debate has un-
doubtedly widened and the struggle to
valovize the most feasible assum ption has
become more passionate. The terrain, in
short, has become a veritable minefigld:
there is no final word on the matter as of
yet.

What this journal just recommends is
the circumspection not to fall into the
essentiabization and hypostasis of the na-
tive/nativ-ity as to a mbiguate altogether
the basically heterological, hetero glossic
and hetw:rpge:rmu:: circumstantialities of m;
construction. il 1s atso significant to pote
that to conceive of the dominant as the all-
powerful master {Patriarchy, Wosy Canan
Capital) and the Other as the a! F"Fﬂ;l'-;m-;e ¢
slave is to decidedly occlude the optic 55{
the theoretical possibilities F}rgtnndﬂi S
For the dinlectical exchanges between .j._? Lo
nation and resistance, displace ment e
affiliation /identification, mastery and :::i

getting, loss and recovery, disp
N srupki
memory and change S

In “Ethnic ldentity a
W : nd Post-g
alist Diffecrance,” R R-"lihukﬁshn;;“ft?r'
about the dialectical oscillations be'n.-a o
ethnicand identity, between specificipy, -
difference: - ARSIy ang

The constituency of " e o141y
quite literally a “pre-posp*_,
if has to actunlize, enfray,. "Pace where
its own ‘identity’ and ;
Mie drfﬂﬂ-‘i“’“f!l:”: nf T ! h
tity and its bfﬂury “‘m?::x;;:m‘{ﬁglc of Fiff.!'.f",
Failure 10 aciiiene i ittt m}r politics,
restilt in the farg, WRESS can gn|

ion of

anather ‘1Aentical” g g ethnticily as yoy
E

'mmru‘ﬁtrucmr:.
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The Art Studies Journal treads this
around quite perilously and precariously.
It does not pretend to ask and answer the
question “What is/What is not folk*?" as
the ensuing polemics could only reproduce
the metaphysical profundilies of nativist
humanism. [talso doesnotclaim toaddress
the problem of what constitutes the folk/
folkloric (theme, subject matter, elements,
feeling, sensibility): the hypothesis could
only set us back to formalist iechnicism and
pure aesthetics. Simply put, thejournal de-
liberately does not ransack the so-cailed
uniquely Philippine/Filipinoof its a priori
Philippine-ness/Philippinicity which sup-
posedly suscitates a paculiarly Pinoy “ex-
perience,” “expression,” "spint,” "image,”
or “style.” This inaugural ¥ olume
defamiliarizes the term and reformulates /
refunctions the ideological premises on
which it was built and has assumed author-
ity, resisting in the bravestway possible the
convenience of erasing the messy
interpellations and the interiexiu al inter-
sections of overlapping discourses produced
by the strugglesamong Fhilippine society’s
residual, dominant, and emergent forma-
tions and their constitugncies.

Hinally, the discourse of fon the {olk
inexorably coheres and coalesces with the
discourse of the Filipino as collecive agency
and subject-position, an epistemic strategy
thatcan cnly impel revoluticoary transfor-
mation by disseminating the nation across
the averdeterminations of subjectivity and
desire. .

*There have been tentative o working defini-
vians of the folk: the folk as lowland Christlan {in
which thers is no Mustim fMorn folk?); the lofk as
conflusnce of Latin aud Seutheast Asian/Malay /in-

digenous “influeaces;” the folk aw yome sort of cul-

rural tingua franga "spoken” by athnolinguistic fro-
pional territories (& g. Lord) lera folk art); the folk as
sintireg buyan produced and peactised by tha com murity



