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Loob as Relational Interiority
A Contribution to the Philosophy 
of the Human Person

This paper is a meditation on the Filipino philosophical concept 

of ‘loob.’ Literally, loob means ‘inside’ or ‘interior,’ but within 

the horizon of the Tagalog language and the culture that has 

nourished my interior conversation, my social relation, and my 

ecological conversion, loob has meant so much more than a 

circumscribed space, or a container of discursive baggage, 

or an object for academic project. As the paper reveals, loob 

has an inner structure that consists of the abot-malay (ambit 

of consciousness), the abot-dama (ambit of feeling), and the 

abot-kaya (ambit of strength). From its literal image to its 

spatial metaphor of a relational interiority, loob opens up a 

whole anthropological and moral discourse of pagpapakatao 

(being and becoming human) that promises to enrich our 

growing literature on alternative philosophical discourse.
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“Ang katwiran, ang katotohanan, ang kabutihan, ang 
kagandahan, ang Maykapal, ang kapwa tao ay siya 
lamang na mangyayaring maging sanhi ng pag-ibig, 
siya lamang ang makapagpapabukal sa loob ng tunay 
at banal na pag-ibig.”

(Only reason, truth, goodness, beauty, the Creator, the 
fellow human being can be the source of love, only they 
could make the heart of authentic and sacred love spring 
forth.)

Emilio Jacinto, Ningning at Liwanag

INTRODUCTION

Let us take this short meditation on ‘loob’ as a contribution to the 
continuing reflection on being human from the resources of Filipino 
culture and experience. Literally, the word ‘loob’ in the Tagalog 
language simply means ‘inside’ or ‘interior,’ but within the horizon 
of this language and the culture that has nourished both my interior 
conversation, my social relation, and my ecological conversion, loob 
has meant so much more than a circumscribed space, or a container 
of discursive baggage, or an object for academic project. Even its 
literal, quotidian image, as it were, opens up to a whole philosophical 
discourse of pagpapakatao (being and becoming human). 

From my childhood, I have learned that a person is admired for 
his ‘kagandahang-loob’ (inner beauty) when it relates to the kapwa 
(fellow human being)—a generous hospitality and compassion. We 
admire rescuers, pioneers and volunteers for having ‘lakas ng loob’ 
(strength of the will). Spiritual conversion involves ‘pagbabagong-loob’ 
(change of heart). And somebody who has made a commitment after 
a careful discernment is said to have achieved a status of ‘buo na ang 
loob ko’ (I have made up my mind). The person who is referred to in the 
Beatitudes as the clean of heart is ‘may malinis na kalooban.’ 

A person who experiences enlightenment from a state of maulap 
ang loob (clouded mind) is now ‘nagliliwayway na ang kanyang loob’ 
(his soul is now seeing the dawn). Utang na loob (debt of the heart), 
though susceptible to abuse, is a precious portion of the virtue of deep 
gratitude. In spirituality, this loob ng tao (human heart) reveals itself 
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as called to be attuned to the loob ng Maykapal (divine will). And it 
refuses to be used simply as a structural binary opposite of the labas 
(outside), for the labas does not have an equivalent lexicon. 

The list of the cognates of loob can serve as a lexicon of a vision 
of being human, with an interiority that is at once an affirmation of 
the self in its wellspring of dignity as well as an ambit of openness to 
a world beyond. It is no wonder that this linguistic gift of loob has 
caught the attention of a good number of Filipino thinkers in the past 
few decades.1  

I often open the discussion of loob with a children’s song that is 
very simple and easy to remember:

Bahay kubo, kahit munti, 

Ang halaman doon ay sari-sari.  

Singkamas at talong, sigarilyas at mani, 

Sitaw bataw, patani . . .

(Bahay kubo, however small, 

The plants there are of many kinds 

Turnips, eggplants, winged beans, peanuts, 

String beans, hyacinth beans, lima beans . . .)

It is delightful how simple this song is, but I was surprised when, 
look, it seems that it is trying to say something else. The song refers to 
a small bahay-kubo but later on, it turns its gaze to its surroundings 
(paligid-ligid), including the various plants and vegetables that 
are connected to the life of the person who lives in the house. The 
inside (loob) of the humble home and the immense surroundings 
are connected. Could it be that we could also understand a person’s 
loob this way? If you want to understand loob, it is not enough to 
peek from the outside. How narrow loob would be if only seen from 
the outside. Knock. And if the door is opened for you, come inside, 
open the window, look outside, and you will find that loob has a vast 
connection with that which is beyond and connected to loob. Part of 
the experience of the kubo’s pleasantness is the view of the field, the 
greetings of passersby, the exchange of breaths in the air, the utterance 
of prayers in keeping with the passage of time.

Another image helps: In my voyages and travels, I noticed that 
on the surface of the water, islands appear to be separated from one 
another. But if you swim deep enough, you will find that in the depths 
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of the water, they are actually connected. Similar to these islands, it can 
be seen—though not yet very clearly—that loob is not just a corner in 
one’s chest, but a world of meaningful connections. Through this short 
paper we will explore the depths of a person’s loob.

AWAKENING REFLECTIONS ON THE HUMAN LOOB

Many roads have been taken in examining the loob of the human 
person. This time, our simple contribution is that of making one’s loob 
whole (pagbubuo ng loob)—especially in the context of connection and 
involvement with others.

The urge to reflect on loob may come in the space between 
weariness and rest. It is lodged between active involvement in life and 
quiet reflection. One is close enough to experience because the body 
still bears memories of what has happened during the day, but far 
enough to see how things are related to one another. In this state, the 
spirit unifies the scattered experiences and, sometimes, we are able to 
utter some truths.

This moment may be a common scenario. After coming home 
from work, you take off your shoes with sweat still rolling down your 
back. But what is more important is the movement of your interiority 
(kalooban). There is a restlessness of loob that seeks peace, like a person 
unable to sleep, turning about where one lies, the body feeling for the 
right position. But sometimes, this restlessness is not because of a 
personal problem that needs to be solved, or because of the challenge 
to advance knowledge and the urge to discover new things, or because 
one is struck by an aesthetic experience before a great work of art. 
Sometimes this restlessness is because of one’s involvement in others, 
an involvement that further deepens one’s own loob.

REFLECTION AS INVOLVEMENT IN SOLIDARITY 

Even as I sit here and write, I bear in my loob many images for I have 
in my body many experiences. I can liken this to the dizziness one 
feels after getting off a ship. The ship and the wavy sea are gone, but 
even now it is as if I am being rocked by what I have witnessed and 
gone through. Even now, the faces of people I have met come to me. 
They are here: Mang Cario from the picket line; Kaka Ito, an elder 
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leader of the Dumagat in the Sierra Madre; Buboy who is striving 
to be a poet despite his worries of his home being demolished; my 
missionary brothers and sisters in Mindanao and in other parts of the 
world; the bored nurses of the old National Orthopedic Hospital and 
Tala Leprosarium; and even the scholars who lose sleep doing the 
unseen and thankless work of studying the Holy Scripture. It is as if 
they are just here, with me, or as if I am there, with them. 

But do I only remember them? It is true that, in the words of Saint 
Agustin, it is mysterious how they seem so alive in my memory. But 
maybe there is something more going on. I also feel their suffering. 
Even by just a little. This is a kind of oneness in loob (pakikiisang 
loob) that awakens in me many questions—questions that I ask for 
them.

For instance: In the field of workers and farmers who fight, their 
lives are at stake. For what? Some would say: so, they could earn 
more. But could a means to extend life replace life itself ? Could 
there not be something more to this struggle than a mere ideological 
cause? Could this not be an expression of their desire not just to 
remain human, but to become more authentically human? As the 
saying goes, “Madaling maging tao, mahirap magpakatao.” Could this 
not be a deeper movement of their will to be human?  

In the same manner, there are the faithful full-time supporters 
of our Moro and Lumad brothers and sisters and other sectors of 
our society that seek peace and independence. Why do they involve 
themselves in these issues? How are they involved in other people’s 
matters? Some would say, because their own interests are affected. 
But what about those whose interests are not directly at stake? Are 
they just deluded by pervasive ideologies? But we are witness to the 
fact that these are not enough reasons. Moreover, if others act as 
dictated by other minds, following these ideologies just comes from 
a deeper urge to connect with others (pakikipagkapwa).

That I am reflecting now, if I have the right commitment, is also a 
form of involvement. I don’t know if this could contribute to making 
the state of things better in the future. But in this moment, their 
experiences have an effect on me as long as I allow them to affect 
my kalooban (will). Right now, I understand the sense of the proverb, 
“Ang sakit ng kalingkingan, damdam ng buong katawan” (The pain felt 
by the little finger could be felt by the whole body). There is a deep 
connection among people in their loob and so, as the saying goes, 
“Hampas sa kalabaw, sa kabayo ang latay” (You whip the carabao and 
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you lash the horse). I can take as my own misery or joy the suffering 
or gladness felt by others.

The experience of a person in his or her loob, therefore, is vastly 
alive—in the first, as a source of strength and impulse to become 
human and be free; in the second, as a choice to answer to the other. 
What could this loob be that is the core of being human and that 
could contain many things and people? What is this that gets a 
community to act? What is this that seems to be what makes man 
noble?

LOOB AS ABOT-MALAY, ABOT-DAMA 
AND ABOT-KAYA

Loob is lived in the realm of action. If the loob that could be seen in the 
abot-malay (ambit or reach of consciousness) and the abot-dama (ambit 
or reach of feeling) is the breadth and depth of my receptivity, in the 
abot-kaya (ambit or reach of strength), I respond to the invitation to 
responsibility, I answer to the call to make a choice. Here, the breadth 
of abot-malay and abot-dama is filled and made whole as abot-kaya.

In common conversation, abot-kaya is easy to understand. It is the 
movement of one’s will that works to make things happen according to 
the impulse of one’s interiority, and within the limits allowed by one’s 
real condition. It is not simply a drawing of boundaries: “I can really go 
no further beyond this.” Though there are times when I have to admit 
that this is the full extent of my reach, abot-kaya is an action, an effort, 
a stretching of oneself.

In Ed Maranan’s valorous poem (1983, 129), we can see the 
experience of abot-malay and abot-dama followed by an enlisting of 
oneself to an action, a mission. 

Dinig ko sa lungsod ang sumamo ng tao. 

Dama ko sa parang ang paglatag ng abo.  

Ngayong bawat araw ay sariwang panganib, 

Hindi maghihilom ang sugatan kong awit.

(In the city I hear the people imploring. 

In the wilderness I feel ash enveloping. 

Now that each day is a fresh peril, 

My wounded song refuses to heal.)
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The persona lives out a choice—the choice to sing. And in the 
middle of a nation’s cry or the plea of “the people imploring,” in the 
middle of war, of violence and “ash enveloping,” there is the powerful 
decision and making up of one’s loob to continue to sing; it is a wound 
that continues to beseech and that will not be numbed. The choice 
to keep on singing songs of hope and freedom refuses to be put to 
an end—despite everything and in the midst of everything. And in 
continuing to sing, one continues to create the world; and in this 
world, there is meaning in what one does, there is fruit, there is power.

We learn the same virtue from the commitment shown by 
Macliing Dulag, the hero of the natives in Cordillera. His life did 
not simply end in love for the land and tradition. It lives on in his 
legacy of commitment to fight for the continued realization of his 
tribe’s collective vision.

My heart says that this is not foreign to the commitment of 
missionaries to faith that suffers, even up to now, from different forms 
of oppression in other lands. Living out the choice of one’s will need 
not be this dramatic. In many corners, it is alive in the very silent 
commitment of teachers, parents, scholars, laborers, for the sake of the 
truth that they have made whole in their loob.

It may be thought that abot-kaya is but one of an individual’s 
virtues. What we can add to our understanding is the truth that abot-
kaya, like abot-malay and abot-dama, is also a world in itself ! Let us 
try to shed light on this by discussing it in terms of body, time, and 
meaning. We hope that we can glimpse a new meaning of commitment 
in freedom and hope as elements of the strength of loob.

MAKING ONE’S LOOB WHOLE

To continue to sing amidst violence, to keep faithful to a promise, to 
quietly live one’s vow every day—all of these are a kind of making up 
or making whole of loob (pagbubuo ng loob). In making my loob whole, 
I don’t just make myself aware of all the things I think and feel. In the 
expanse and depth of all of this, I am seated at the center; I assume a 
voice; from here, I am able to arrange the world of my consciousness 
and feeling in an order that matches my most sensible understanding 
of events. And this order is not only for me to look at but also to 
move me to action. Even the choice of which voice to take is already 
a decision.
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In the face of different possibilities available to me in this 
immenseness, I enlist myself to and shape into possibility what I 
would do in response to my experience. I do this with the power of my 
abot-kaya, until I can say to myself: “Buo na ngayon ang loob ko. Sa abot 
ng aking makakaya, ito na ang gagawin ko” (My loob is whole now. To 
my utmost capability, this is what I shall do.)

Even here, we can already get a sense that making one’s loob 
whole relies on being conscious of and feeling a kind of world. My 
loob is whole when I can see a light in the direction that I face in the 
future. This future is not only in the following day or year, but in the 
possibility that is offered by me, by others, and by the world itself. My 
loob will falter (masiraan ng loob) when this path becomes dim. I grow 
weak when I feel that I am alone with nobody to cling to. In these 
moments, even the first step of judgment could not be complete.

Even the most secret of vows, even the most hidden and private of 
decisions dwell in one world. Maybe I am the only one who experiences 
this peculiar world. Maybe I cannot prove my vocation to my friends, 
for instance, and maybe they would not understand me. But I can still 
make a choice because in my intention to become a priest, I create 
many different experiences through my abot-malay and abot-dama. 
And when I consider what could possibly happen, I feel joy. Some of 
the other fruits that this decision may bring could be painful, but this 
is what makes my loob whole. My loob will be stirred, I will be broken, 
my loob will be torn, I will not be whole.

One may object: “Couldn’t it be just a case of being ‘matibay ang 
loob, mahina ang tuhod’” (a strong will, but weak knees)? Or maybe 
“One may be willing, but lack in doing.” This may be the case if the 
world I live in is only meaningful but not realistic. The truth relies not 
only in the beauty and design of my intention, but on the concrete 
ability of my body that is in this world, bound to the grasp of place 
and time. 

LOOB, BODY, AND EMBODIEDNESS

The first thing to consider in making a realistic choice or making one’s 
loob whole is embodiedness. We don’t only say ‘body’ (katawan), but 
embodiedness (pangangatawan). The relation of loob and the body is 
not merely that of a boatman and his boat, or a master and a pet, or a 
prisoner in a cell.2
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Several contemporary philosophers have toiled to reflect on the 
truth of the intimate unity of loob and the body but we will not tackle 
this at length this time. Perhaps, what is important is to see that ‘ang 
katawan ay pangangatawan’ or that body is embodying. Embodying of 
what? Of the loob. The body is loob lying here where time and place 
and other things meet. The body is embodiedness, the making flesh-
and-blood of the world of loob.3

Which is why when you kill a person—a body!—you also erase 
a world, a world with consciousness, feeling, and potentiality, and 
therefore a world of possibilities, of what one could yet realize, feel, and 
do. You also end all that they desire, choose, and conceive, and even the 
conversion of their loob (pagbabagong-loob). Perhaps one would object: 
one could still live on in one’s work, or in the papers they have left. But 
even so, you would have ended the living movement of that creation. 
And if the person who dies had not written, had not painted, and in 
dying had not been able to utter even a cry, how do you bring them 
back? What would you replace them with?

It is another kind of killing to merely keep one’s body alive and 
breathing while suppressing one’s freedom. The integrity of the body 
is its being the bringer-of-life to a world. But if you treat it like a 
machine, with parts that may be adjoined but without a loob, it is as if 
you have also subdued it and put it to death. Why? Because the body 
as embodiedness is a kind of pandiwa or verb. The body, we repeat, is 
the embodiedness of loob. There is no loob without a body!

And so, each choice one makes, each making whole of one’s loob, 
comes with the question, “Can the reality of your body bear what your 
loob has made up to do?” Do your knees have the strength of your loob? 
It cannot only be the mind that “dies for your sake.” What can be said 
of a stand that says, “I have made up my loob, but my body has yet to 
follow.” If this happens, the fissures and fractures in the joints of your 
commitment are starkly visible. In the face of suffering, in the midst 
of trials, your loob will break, your loob will be torn, you will not be 
whole.

This is not to say that the body dictates all the possibilities and 
limits of one’s loob. My experience of my body—as prone to pain, for 
instance, or accustomed to rest, or lacking in height, or many more—
can awaken me to my unique limitations in this world, limitations that 
are also the source of my originality. This is why the question “Can 
you?” is asked to a whole world of abot-kaya, a world that involves 
many things and not only that which I think to do.
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We may adapt, for instance, Zeus Salazar’s (1977) categories in 
his outline of loob. In taking over one’s feeling and judgment, self-
discipline (timpi), restraint (pigil), forbearance (tiis), and gut (sikmura) 
provide order. In using these, we can give concrete shape to our question: 
“Can you endure suffering? Can your stomach bear the unfaithfulness 
of a person you have promised to love? Can you endure?” One needs 
a moment of silence to answer these questions. In this silence, we 
consider a whole, the whole of abot-kaya. To finally answer “Yes,” even 
if followed by an “I will do my best” is already an utterance of one’s 
commitment. Commitment is an utterance of embodiedness. It relies 
on a decision to say ‘yes’ to the belief that there is a complicity between 
my loob and my body in the choice that I have made.

Our language is witness to this complicity between loob and the 
body. When one’s will refuses to accept something, we say “nagpuputok 
ang kanyang butse” (his gizzard is bursting) or “hindi masikmura” (I 
can’t stomach it). When loob is weak, we say one has “wobbly knees” 
(kumakalog ang tuhod). When one’s loob is rebelling, we say his “blood 
is boiling.” We can see someone’s shoulders shrugging (kibit-balikat) 
when one lacks intent. A heart that has enlisted itself to charity is 
an open hand (bukas-palad). To make a choice is to make a stand 
(paninindigan). To accept one’s duty and responsibility is to shoulder 
it (pagsasabalikat). And all of these can only be proven to be true by 
the test of time.

LOOB’S EMBODIEDNESS IN TIME: 
ABOT-KAYA AS ‘TAGAL’ 

There are two ways to associate loob and time. The first is in the passage 
of time through the experience of loob. The second is in the passage of 
loob through the expanse of time.

We have discussed the first connection in abot-malay. Time seems 
to be too long for someone who waits, and even longer and dull when 
one doesn’t know when the awaited will come. Or even if one knows 
when, that time has passed now, and one doesn’t know how much 
longer one could wait to drag out the boredom. For a pair of lovers, or 
an artist focused on his work, time is like the change that takes place 
in a fruit from when it is green until it is ripe.

This time, we will focus more on the second connection: stretching 
one’s loob through the expanse of time. There is a saying in the Tagalog 
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regions: “Kung tunay ang tubo, matamis hanggang dulo.” (True sugarcane 
is sweet up to the end.) The length of the sugarcane is a length that 
suggests duration (tagal). If a love is true, it will be true up to the end. 
And so, it seems inevitable for the faith of loob (katapatan ng loob) 
to go through the test of time. Firmness of loob (tibay ng loob) is not 
only seen in having courage to suddenly face suffering. This may be 
thought of as loob’s quickness or courage, but loob has another virtue 
that is dragged along by time, by a slow passing through moments, 
like a commitment to which one has offered one’s loob, like a promise 
or a vow uttered in one moment but takes effect only in being lived 
continuously.

This is indeed ‘tagal ’: I match with a decisive step every new 
measure laid out by time. If time is a vessel that continuously pours 
everything that it takes inside, my abot-kaya is that which is inside 
that fills every void created by the accumulation of time. If time is a 
world, my tagal reaches toward its ends, even if I can never reach it. If 
time is a blacksmith’s mallet, my loob is the sharpness that comes from 
each strike and blow.

But at this point, we may ask: where do I draw this tagal? Is this 
a personal depth with which one who has a spring of strength just 
happens to be blessed? How do I endure if I am alone?

ABOT-KAYA AS STRUGGLE AND HOPE

We have mentioned above that even the most secret and private 
making up of loob happens in a world. Now, it may even be said that 
this world is a whole community. In my hushed utterance of “I still 
can” or “I can do this” (we are not simply talking about strength of 
loob that is not matched with strength of the knees), there is a hidden 
hope in another who is not I. My endeavor to endure is only possible 
if I experience a holding-on-to. Or perhaps, it is more apt to say that 
we experience a “we are with you.” It is not surprising that “You are 
not alone!” became a popular slogan for the death of Sen. Benigno 
Aquino. For the people, and not only for Filipinos, to live is to live-
with.

How does a sick person endure pain? Through the strength of 
loob given by the person who watches from the bedside. He is not left 
alone. And even if nobody is by his side, his loob could be brought 
to life (mabuhayan ng loob) if he awakens in it the perseverance of his 
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family who could not be there because they are looking for a means 
to afford the medicine he needs.

This could be seen even more in the experience of those who are 
in the field of the struggle for freedom. The duration of a strike is 
truly a temptation for the workers’ loob to grow weak, especially if in 
each moment there is the threat of violence. At the worst, the death of 
one’s companions in life or in struggle can dim one’s loob and cloud 
one’s position. In the midst of this, it is still possible to make our loob 
firm if our consciousness can reach (naaabot-malay) our companions’ 
compassion. And sometimes a wound that one seems to be unable to 
bear any longer slowly becomes bearable if there is even one sign of 
sympathy that comes from one’s kapwa from abroad. Many songs and 
salawikain express this truth. This is the thought expressed in the song 
“Sumulong ka Anak Pawis” by Ibong Malaya:

Kung tayo ma’y malalagasan, 

Tibayan mo ang iyong kalooban 

Sapagkat nasa atin ang tiwala 

Ng buong sambayanan

(Though some of us will fall, 

Strengthen your will, 

Because the faith 

Of the people is with us)

There is reason to firm up one’s loob, because to make a choice and 
to live it out through the struggle is the work of a community. And 
this is not easy to turn away from because “the faith of the people is 
with us.” The writer may be alone in his room, but there is a strength 
that may be drawn to continue the struggle through writing. Although 
he is far from a physical means, the nation is here in the world of his 
loob, very much alive, beside him hoping, trusting, and making his 
loob firm.

The reason why we frequently use as an example those who are 
in the social domain, especially the prisoner, is because this kind of 
existence is very symbolic—confined, but free. As a prisoner and 
priest explains:

And where does our freedom truly lie? In our choice to fight 

as a community, for our urgent cause, for our exit from prison, 
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for our attempt to continue to be tied to the struggle of the 

nation outside these walls that keep us apart from them. (De 

la Torre 1979, 11)

It does not mean that being imprisoned is better than being out 
there. Even the desire to be free comes from the desire of a whole 
person, both loob and body, to be full and to be with the community 
to which a loob that makes a choice belongs.

The religious who have a similar experience are countless. In 
the severity of the imprisonment of missionaries in China, or even 
those who are not imprisoned but are in hospitals taking care of the 
sick, they do not have any guidance or strength except the awareness 
(abot-malay) and emphatic solidarity (abot-dama) that they are not 
alone, that there is meaning to their efforts, that not everyone is blind 
to their suffering. A striking example of this kind of commitment 
is that of Karl Gaspar, an ardent Christian leader in Mindanao. He 
was imprisoned for living out his faith. There, with other servants of 
the Church, they prayed. In spite of the hunger, something enlivened 
them to continue to make their loob firm. Trace in his story a pinch 
of this revival:

Another news came. They said I am to be taken out and 

placed in a different prison. At first, I was affected by the 

news, and feared about being transferred and being isolated 

again. I have gotten used to life here. It is difficult to be alone 

again. But this fear disappeared when I contemplated the 

need to endure in the time of a fast. There will be people who 

will make more arduous sacrifices. (Gaspar 1983, 14)

There are many who are with me and who will come after me. 
God is not asleep. There are many who silently withstand this plight. 
I should not fail them. To be faithful to myself and to strengthen my 
loob is nothing other than being faithful to their hope and holding on 
to their compassion. The firmness of loob is never an individual virtue 
owned by one with a body. Loob is a world of togetherness in struggle.

The worldviews that these passages carry are deliberately brought 
together through these individuals: that of a political prisoner, of a 
missionary of the faith, and others. I want to demonstrate that the 
field of loob, of a humane abot-kaya, is more fundamental than 
differences in ideology. With this, even in the experience of those 
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who hold ideologies, we can still see a depth whose breadth can be 
travelled. In this depth and breadth, there is a unity among the activist 
and the scholar, the missionary and the poet, the government leader 
and the crippled.

On the surface of the water, islands appear to be apart, but if you 
dive deeper, you will see that they are connected. This is where loob 
is revealed as kapwa (my fellow human being). In being conscious of 
the deep unity among all men in the field of loob—the possibility of 
a creative transformation of the world lies here. In the same manner, 
in the destruction of this kind of unity, even the slightest hope in even 
the most individual of commitments also crumbles.

Couldn’t it be that we are afloat in this stream of reflection? 
Wouldn’t it be an exaggeration to say that even the most individual 
making up of loob involves a whole being-conscious-of and feeling 
the world? Possibly. But if you will allow me to share an experience, it 
may be easier for us to understand this truth.4

When I saw the movie The Day After Tomorrow, I was terrified 
of the image of the world’s destruction. Even worse than this, I was 
terrified of what man could do to humanity. That night, I asked myself, 
what could I still be writing poetry for? The most private moment of 
creating a verse becomes a question that involves the world, a question 
that has now become “radical.”

To continue to write poetry and song turns out to be a stand I 
take in the face and in the midst of a world. I can still make poetry, I 
will continue to make poetry with others who are also still able to love, 
and will continue to love in the face of humanity, in the midst of my 
abot-malay, and my abot-dama that has both holiness and foolishness, 
worthy to be offered a life despite seeming to be hopeless. In other 
words, if I decide to continue writing, I actually live out a worldview 
of life and of the world. Meaning that to write poetry, to try finding 
the right word, to sharpen my metaphors—all of these give life to a 
kind of putting my loob at ease (pagpapalagay ng loob) in this world 
where there is meaning to poetry, there is reason to make metaphors, 
there is sense to singing and creating.

When I utter “I can,” the focus of my attention might just be a 
particular intention, but at the same time, I actually say yes to the 
breadth and depth and firmness of the community of my abot-kaya, 
to the complicity of the world and my body, and of my body and my 
inner thoughts (saloobin), of all of this, and to the greatest foundation 
of all—the Creator. In the face of the Creator, my commitment is to 
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responsibility and hope. I am answerable to the world according to 
the possibilities that it demands and offers—I have a responsibility. 
But I am not answerable to the whole world, I only reach for what I 
can—and so I also have the right to hope. My abot-kaya is my loob 
that responds and hopes, not only in my own ability, not only in the 
traits I was blessed with in birth, but in the loob of the community of 
meaningful and true connections.

THE REALISM OF ABOT: A CLARIFICATION

It is notable how we use the word abot or reach in our discussion. Does 
‘abot’ mean that all of time, all of feeling, all of the possibilities offered 
or restricted by my loob are subject (sakop) to my loob? If this is true, 
wouldn’t I always be beaten up because every ache that others feel 
also makes me suffer? And if my loob includes kapwa, couldn’t it be 
that they have no peace of their own in their own loob? If so, couldn’t 
reaching be a kind of subjection (pananakop)?

I propose to clarify the spirit of abot through comparing it to 
similar concepts that we have mentioned in our inquiry.

ABOT AND SAKOP

According to an old dictionary, ‘abot’ has to do with the ability of 
things to be arrived at, taken, or chased. If with a fruit, one can pick 
it. If with a riddle, one can answer it. If with a place, one can go to it. 
If with a view, it can be seen. If with a neighbor, it can be approached. 
If with a depth, it can be dived. If with a distance, it can be traveled.

Abot is one of our words that form many other words. There is 
“abot-balita” (news reach), “abot-sigaw” (shouting distance), and others. 
(Sanlucar 1860, 2) But the image that shines among these combinations 
is that of the hand or arm that extends to touch something from a 
distance. I am here, but at the same time also there. And so, a riddle 
asks, what are “two balls of thread that can reach up to the sky?” The 
answer of course refers to sight or the eyes. Sight seems to have a 
length that stretches from here where I look up to there where I am 
looking. The idea is this: from here, I am able to get there.

If I multiply my reach (pag-abot) toward different directions, it 
creates a circle or area that from the outside may be called scope, or 
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sakop. But these differ in meaning, in the same way that the interior 
or loob of things differ in meaning from the point of view of sculpture 
and architecture.

I only reach that which I reach; I do not subject it. It may be level 
with me, I may be able to feel it with my hands, it may be next to 
me, but this does not mean that it overlaps with me. Sakop implies 
hierarchy, implies power, and implies subjecting something that is 
other to me. And so, one can say that my subject is my sakop. One may 
also call it my “haul,” my “vassal,” my “subordinate.” Meanwhile, the 
people who are within my reach, the people to whom I reach, may be 
holding hands with me (kapit-kamay), linking arms with me (kapit-
bisig), have their arm around my shoulder like mine is around theirs 
(kaakbay), and my next door neighbor with whom I reach to exchange 
meals (kaabutan ng ulam).

Extending help as a form of condolence happens between equals, 
unlike almsgiving. Those who are easy to approach during the time 
of need are just within one’s reach (abut-abutan). Those who are my 
subjects, I can easily call upon, but they cannot easily reach me.

Those whom my feelings can reach are not subject to me. Others’ 
feelings are not subject to me—I only reach it, I do not subject it. The 
truth is that no matter how much I try to be one in loob with others 
(pakikiisang-loob), I can never own their loob. I can only reach them; 
there is a nearness in our feeling and consciousness. So it is with time, 
and with the Creator—able to be reached only by my faith, by my 
heart beating that He is there, that there is meaning in what I do, or 
that I am not alone. But I do not rule over everything.

How am I able to reach the other despite this? Through opening 
up. Through an opening up of the world of my loob, I allow others 
entrance into me and allow them to reach me and affect me with their 
truth. There is truly an exciting paradox here: I can reach when I allow 
others to reach me. Loob is a home; here, kapwa is a companion in life.

Perhaps we will be enlightened if we consider the beauty of loob 
(kagandahang-loob). Who do we consider to have a beautiful interior? 
He who gives, who has an open hand. Because kagandahang-loob is 
stretching one’s arm as the hand opens, not only to drop whatever 
one is holding, but also to be received by the person to whom one 
gives. Who can be called generous? He who knows how to receive 
from those who ask. Those who ask receive the thing that they ask for; 
meanwhile, those who knock are received by one who shows beauty of 
loob. This is not done through subjecting others, but through opening 
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one’s loob. We may use as proof the experience of those who sing carols 
during Christmas, or the experience of those who lost their homes to 
floods or wars. To extend help is to let someone in. Here, those who 
are struck by disaster become one with others by knocking; those who 
sympathize connect with others by letting them in.

In addition to this, beauty of loob is also experienced as forgiveness. 
What is forgiveness? See the word used in the first translation of the 
prayer, “Our Father” in Doctrina Christiana, which is considered to be 
the first book published in the Philippines (1593):

Paualin mo ang aming mga casalanan,  

yaiang uinaualang bahala namin sa loob,  

ang mga casalanan ng nagcasala sa amin. 

(May you deign to delete our sins, 

since we also brush aside in our hearts (loob) 

the sins of those who sinned against us.)

It says to ‘to delete’ (gawin mong wala) or to brush aside (napalis 
na) our sins, because we have also deemed others’ sins against us to be 
nothing in our consciousness and feeling. It shows that forgiveness is 
like a cleansing of loob, making way in one’s interiority for those who 
have been estranged because of sin. This, in a manner of speaking, is at 
the root of cosmopolitan hospitality.

This is very different from subjection. In subjection, I enter the 
world of others’ loob without matching it with an openness to let them 
into my loob. Or worse, I subject them in my loob, not as themselves 
but as the same to me and under me. I grasp and not just reach them. Is 
this not a kind of violence?5  A violence we experience in the excessive 
suppression of children by their parents that keep them from fully 
becoming themselves. This is also the kind of silencing and strangling 
that some colonizers do to our minds and ways of living.

In the same context, it is sad that P. Leonardo Mercado chose 
“sakop” as the concept that expresses “harmony” or “group orientation” 
in Filipinos. But even to associate these is difficult to do. “Sakop” 
simply has a hierarchical dimension that is difficult to fit to loob, 
unlike the concept of “abot.” Nevertheless, we understand the use of 
“sakop” because in Cebuano, a big part of its meaning is also that of 
companion (kasama), kin (kaangkan), of the same tribe (katribo), and 
therefore also expresses unification and equality. (Wolff 1972, 851)
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ABOT AND ABOT-TANAW

I owe so many things to my teacher, Fr. Roque Ferriols, such as having 
my eyes opened to the “horizon of meron” (abot-tanaw ng meron)—
which is why it is not difficult to show the correlation of abot-tanaw 
and meron in the abot-malay, abot-dama, and abot-kaya of the world 
of loob. First, the description for the act of reaching is almost the same:

My first insight into meron could be compared with my field 

of vision (abot-tanaw). I hold my head up to look above me. I 

hold my head down to look below. I turn to my left and right. 

I look to my front and back. I move around my sight, and 

even my head. I very much love to see everything that could 

be seen. But in every direction, it is as if something thwarts 

my vision, as if saying: you may only look up to here, beyond 

this your eyes cannot stretch to reach. It is as if my vision 

crashes onto my horizon (abot-tanaw). But If I know how to 

understand, this is what my horizon will tell me: you may only 

look up to here; but if you strive to move just a little, you will 

see: beyond the horizon, there are things to be seen that you 

could not yet see; but the horizon also moves. The horizon 

stops me and beguiles me once again. (Ferriols 1991, 12)

This shows that abot-tanaw always comes with both a limit and 
an openness, remaining unshut despite being fenced, where I move 
and which moves with me, within me, as it surrounds me. And so, 
in the following pages, we will realize that all of our encounters 
and conversations, agreements and discord, companionship and 
obstinacy—all of these are within abot-tanaw.

What could be the connection of the ambit of loob to the horizon 
of meron or of all of existence? The human loob is a world within 
the horizon of all of existence. The breadth of abot-malay, the depth 
of abot-dama, and the contents (laman) of abot-kaya—all of these 
are within the greater breadth, within the greater depth, within the 
manifold density and abundance of existence! In truth, even that 
which escaped from my consciousness (nawala sa loob ko) is still inside 
the horizon of meron!

This is proven in an encounter and a reconciliation. In an encounter, 
there is something that was not in my loob that I find to actually be 
within me. In a reconciliation, there is a meeting of horizons between 
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us who were enemies in the beginning. In that space that is neither 
only mine nor only his, we may meet and see eye to eye. This space 
that is neither only mine nor only his is possible because a wider world 
of meron relies on it. In consequence, even the clash of people’s loob, 
even miles and miles of separation between ill wills (sama ng loob) has 
the possibility of a turn in loob (pagbabalikang-loob) if each will only 
be open to the greater horizon of existence.

Again, the image that comes to mind now is that of islands that 
on the surface of the water appear to be separated, but in the depths 
are connected.

Perhaps one little thing that is emphasized in our discussion is 
the field of feeling, and that loob as evidence of being human is made 
up, in large part, of feeling. Because one could reflect on the horizon 
of meron in ways that are silent like an idea, or may it be in ways 
that make one tremble, it is a trembling of humanity. We assume that 
feeling, as a pillar that gives framework to the world of loob, has a part 
in the discussion of the wholeness of the human person.

ABOT-DILI

If the greatness of loob lies in the opening of it, it will naturally meet 
problems in being whole as it opens. This is where the challenge of 
despair of loob (pag-aabot-dili ng loob) comes in. In everyday speech, 
abot-dili means one is in a critical condition, is on the brink of 
uncertainty, has a sense of ambiguity, traversing between reaching and 
not reaching.

Abot-malay is visited by a kind of “grappling of consciousness” 
(agaw-malay). This may be what Fr. Ferriols calls “dusk” (agaw-dilim) 
of understanding. Our consciousness weighs the known and the 
unknown. Images of kapwa and companions are not very clear. The 
memories one used to cling to seem to have no grasp on the mind. 
One asks like a political prisoner whether there is anybody left who 
listens to his voice, or to a missionary taken over by doubt in himself 
of whether there is sense in all of his suffering.

Abot-dama on the other hand is visited by a tepidness or a complete 
numbness of feeling. One’s feeling seems to lose taste in being one in 
loob, and so it seems as if it will never be able to delight in unity or 
compassion with others. Or perhaps it has become too hardened to 
open a hand and give to those who ask of him. It is another possibility 



48 Social Transformations Vol. 6, No. 1, May 2018

for abot-dama to have recurring outbursts (abut-abot ang silakbo) 
such that the consciousness or potentiality could not keep up. This 
psychological part is terribly complex and so it needs a more thorough 
examination.

In the end, we also experience being questioned by “Could it really 
be?” “Could it really be done?” Up to what point am I able to reach? 
I used to be so whole, so what is this, seeping into the joints of my 
commitment? It seems that there is a spasming of my interiority. If 
“that over there” is clouded in the reach of my consciousness and no 
longer beguiles me, and if the reach of my feeling is beaten up one after 
the other by blows of violence that numb my loob and even dry up my 
tears, how do I stand? How do I continue to be embodied? How do I 
endure? 

The dimming of abot-malay, the cooling of abot-dama, and the 
spasming of the abot-kaya are fissures in the world of my loob. The 
loob is kept from reaching its proper destination. An image that forms 
in my mind is that of the hilt of a dagger or the head of a hoe. On the 
one hand, the handle is confined by the metal bind. This is equivalent 
to the limits of loob’s reach. But on the other hand, in the firm contact 
of the wood against the metal bind lies the durability of a dagger 
or a hoe. A hoe or a dagger would be weak if the wood’s force does 
not completely reach the force of the bind that meets it. This could 
be reinforced by thrusting in a wedge that is squeezed between the 
handle or dikin.

This illustrates the dynamism of strengthening the loob of a brother 
or companion whose loob is weakening and whose vision is starting 
to blur. To visit or to tap on the shoulder, or even a small expression 
of support to a whistleblower who dares to expose the truth even if it 
would put his life in danger—all of these serve as a “wedge” that has 
an edge that thrusts into loob, so that from the loob of the weak it 
could reach to the extent of his potentiality and foster strength. This 
wedge could also be inserted into the sides of the blade of a knife, but 
this would not fully strengthen it. Compassion that is only external, 
or taking up someone else’s responsibility instead of helping their 
loob to stand by their own decisions is not completely effective. True 
compassion is to enter the core of kapwa not to intrude (manghimasok), 
but to bring it to life from inside so that he can, by his own spirit, make 
a transformation happen from inside toward the outside.

A realistic examination of the world of loob shows us something. 
On the one hand, the core of loob has its own power that from its 
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center reaches out to its destination. It has its own aspirations and 
the intent to reach it. It can unfold questions and challenges for itself 
and answer to a responsibility. But on the other hand, loob also has 
cliffs that weaken it (nakapanghihina ng loob), that overwhelms one’s 
potentiality. This is not only brought about by cruelty and violence 
inflicted by kapwa to a person, but loob itself has its own fracture or 
fissure that needs to be wedged with compassion. Loob therefore has 
a responsibility, and at the same time needs hope. It has its own power 
and life, and at the same time possesses a fragility and instability. 

I cannot be conscious of everything that happens even in my very 
self. I cannot feel all the cries of kapwa and of the land. And in myself, 
sometimes, what I recall to have forgiven turns out to still be planted 
in my unconscious. And not everything I see to be beautiful and proper 
can be reached by my potentiality. It is true that my own freedom relies 
on the movement of my loob itself, but it is only possible in a world 
where I have a companion, because if I am on my own, I would not 
know the extent of my reach. My eyes need to be opened to know that 
I am not alone, that no matter what happens, I have with me, sharing 
my faith, a kapwa who desires to become true to being human and 
to be free like me. And at the center of this connection, I still have 
someone to hold on to who is wholly with me, here in my innermost 
interior (pinakaloob ng loob ko) and never leaving me. He is the most 
involved in all the movements of my loob. 

CONCLUSION

I have created no definitions. This was not, after all, my intention. And 
if there is a feeling that I want to leave with the reader, it is nothing but 
anticipation and excitement for what more is to come.

For now, what appears is a cluster of definitions that is really fertile 
and full of richness. These are not just words that are often used; it truly 
embodies a robust truth regarding the human person. In addition to 
this, loob is not only a cavity in the heart or a seat of feelings, thoughts 
and memories. It is not merely a corner of one’s chest, but an expansive 
and deep world of varying and simultaneous connections between self, 
kapwa, things, time, society, all of nature, and the Creator.

Loob is not merely a bugtong na salita (a unique and puzzle of a 
word)—albeit peculiar and profound. Loob now emerges, not just as a 
salitang-ugat or rootword from which many other living words branch 
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out, but a salitang bukal, or springword that is like a fount from which 
abundant strength and energy springs, a “dearest freshness, deep down 
things” as the poet sings. And so we have reason to hope that in the 
opening up of the world of loob, various reflections about man can 
also spring forth, especially in the field of psychology, anthropology, 
philosophy, history, culture, ethics, theology, and even ecology. There 
will also emerge studies of building individual commitment, of the 
relationship between the personal and the structural, of the issue of 
the collective loob of the nation, and even of mystical encounter with 
the divine. 

After all, true loob is not only loob as a focus of academic analysis 
that can be placed in clear and systematic diagrams. It is not only a 
term or a keyword that can be manipulated by those who want to 
hold power over other people, especially supervisors in managing 
their employees, or politicians in procuring votes. True loob lies there 
in the intersection of place and time, in the movement of history, in 
real life especially that of those who are engaged in struggle. Loob is 
in one whose eyes are being opened and little by little widening the 
reach of his consciousness. Loob is in one who has compassion and 
a continually deepening oneness of loob with kapwa, especially with 
those who are in deep despair and who cannot breathe freely. Loob is 
in one who makes a choice and who embodies forth his commitment 
in the face of the limits and possibilities of a humane condition. Loob 
is in one who silently remains true to someone he loves or to whom he 
has made a promise.

Loob is also in the birth of works of art from the depths of our 
oneness as a people. So together with scholarly works, let us allow all 
kinds of contribution to the literature of loob, accounts and life stories, 
songs and cries of the nation, poems that come from prisons, and the 
visible and obscure greatness of loob for which no monuments are built 
by our civilization which for some reason, to use the words of Emilio 
Jacinto, the indigenous philosopher of the Philippine revolution, is 
constantly lured by the external glitters, instead of the truth and beauty 
in the enlightened loob. 
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NOTES

1	 The first casual list of the loob glossary was published in a short article by Lacaba 
(1974), but the first major philosophical treatment of loob was done by Leonardo 
Mercado in his pioneering work, Elements of Filipino Philosophy (1974), whose legacy 
has been justly accounted for by Batoon (2014). Loob featured prominently also in 
contextualized theology (de Mesa 1986), history and popular religious movements 
(Ileto 1979), and indigenous psychology (Salazar 1981). Miranda dedicated a whole 
treatise on loob as a foundational concept for a Filipino moral anthropology (1989). 
Ferriols meditates profoundly on loob in his philosophy of the human person 
(1984/1991). Rafael approached loob through a post-structuralist lens in his analysis 
of conversion as a Spanish colonial project (1988). For a critical survey of most of 
these works on loob, see Chapter 2 of my Tao Po! Tuloy! Isang Landas ng Pag-unawa 
sa Loob ng Tao (1990). For a critical assessment of this philosophical contribution, 
see Abulad (1990) and de Joya (2013), but see also Mendoza (2006), Resurrection 
(2007), Sagut (2009), Soquino (2012), Lanaria (2014) and Reyes (2016), Espiritu 
(undated) among others.

2	 The problematic of the soul and body can be traced back to the idealism of the 
Greek philosopher Plato and maybe even before him. Many are now striving to bring 
back the classical unity of mind and body in our understanding of the human person. 
A source of acceptance for this oneness is our own word, “katawan” which probably 
comes from the root “tawo” or “tao”. If this is so, our ancestors already had a whole 
understanding of the unity between spirit and body. This is not only a play on words. 
According to Jose Villa Panganiban: “There are those who think that since tawo is 
evidently the form which tao is derived, it would not be too far-fetched to think that 
the katawan may have developed from ka+tawo+an, which became kataw-an, which 
is the present form in the barrios of the former Kumintang area. From kataw-an, the 
form katawan can easily be inferred.” (Diksyonaryo Tesauro: Pilipino-Ingles. Quezon 
City: Manlapaz Publishing Company).

3	 For the poetic interpretation of the katawan as pangangatawan see my Tagalog 
sonnet “Isang-isang Katawan Lang” in Sanayan lang ang Pagpatay (1993/2016). For 
a philosophical and theological appreciation of this vision of the body in poetry, 
philosophy and theology, see Añonuevo (2003) and Caliñgo (2005).

4	 In my critical mood, I have turned around this intimate inner bonding in a sarcastic 
poetry on killing. The killer may be doing his enterprise of murder, but his act is in 
a sense a product of the complicity of the rest of the tolerant society. Towards the 
end of the gruesome poem, “Sanayan Lang ang Pagpatay” (Killing is Just a Matter 
of Practice), the persona of the paid butcher exposes the shared responsibility of 
the onlookers:

Kaya’t ang pagpatay ay nakasasawa rin kung minsan. 
Mabuti na lamang at nakaluluwag ng loob 
Ang pinto at bintanang kahit hindi mo sinasadya 
At may paraan ng pagpuksa ng buhay. 
Ganyan lang talaga ang pagpatay: 
Kung hindi ako ay iba naman ang babanat; 
Kung hindi ngayon ay sa iba namang oras. 
Subalit ang higit na nagbibigay sa akin ng lakas ng loob 
Ay ang malalim nating pagsasamahan: 
Habang ako’y pumapatay, kayo nama’y nanonood. 
 
(That’s why killing can sometimes get rather dull. 
Fortunately, doors and windows have a way 
of easing your heart, letting you unwittingly take lives. 
Well, that’s really all there is to killing: 
If not me, someone else will strike; 
if not now, maybe some other time. 
But what really gives me the guts to do this 
is our deep and lasting bond: 
while I am here doing the killing, 
all of you there are just watching.)

5	 There are two kinds of violence here: pananakop and panghihimasok. In pananakop, 
you forcibly enclose others within your sphere of control even if they do not knock 
on your door—you capture, seize, entrap them against their loob. In panghihimasok, 
you enter others’ loob without being asked to come in—this is like intruding one’s 
home, penetrating, piercing, ransacking. In rape (gahasa), both of these two forms 
of violations happen at the same time. And this can happen not only to a body but 
also to the consciousness of a nation. This framework for understanding violence 
deserves a longer treatment which is not possible in this short paper.
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