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Making Space in the Cemetery: 
Encroachment and Expansion 
in Manila North Cemetery, 
Philippines∗

Carl Russel R. Reyes 
Ateneo de Manila University, Philippines
Uppsala University, Sweden  

Although the cemetery is considered as an enclosed space with 
limited potential for expansion, dwelling has occurred in the Manila 
North Cemetery (MNC) for decades. This paper examines how its 
dwellers secure access and sustain life in the cemetery, despite 
periodic clearing operations by the government and other pressures. 
The persistence of cemetery dwellers despite these challenges 
demonstrates Bayat’s (2010) “quiet encroachment of the ordinary,” 
this protracted intrusion of the poor in the city. Three aspects of 
“quiet encroachment” proved crucial in sustaining cemetery life: 
First, the occupation of caretaking embedded dwellers in the 
space’s operation. This allowed negotiations between them and the 
grave owners for their sources of living and a place to live. Second, 
residents honed sophisticated techniques on encroachment relying 
on their social networks with street bureaucrats and fellow dwellers. 
Third, state services are also being encroached upon. Residents form 
connections with local government officials, creating arrangements 
for proof of legal residence. In turn, this allows them access to 
services, primarily social welfare. 
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INTRODUCTION

The Manila North Cemetery (MNC) is a fifty-four-hectare space 
developed in 1904 as part of a three-cemetery complex near the 
Santa Cruz District of Manila. It was built as the first modern garden 
cemetery in the city under the “City Beautiful” plan created by the 
Americans during their occupation of the Philippines (Eusebio 
2016). Currently, the MNC is confined by tall concrete walls 
that touch the administrative borders of the cities of Manila and 
Caloocan. Although officially under the former’s health department, 
it is administered through a separate office specifically handling the 
MNC’s operations. 

This makes the MNC an enclosure both in its spatial 
characteristics (Dovey and King 2011) and in how it is supposed to 
be administered. But the cohabitation of some 6,000 people (Billing 
2018) with the dead has muddled these seemingly clear-cut plans 
and borders of governance. While the MNC is clearly under the 
City of Manila, the living population found means to be formally 
acknowledged as residents of neighboring cities, most notably 
Caloocan and Quezon City. Generations of cemetery dwellers have 
also integrated themselves in its everyday operations, mainly as grave 
caretakers. And regulating the encroachments has become a task 
beyond the cemetery administration’s purview. Clearing operations 
are handled by public safety officials and the police, usually during 
the weeks before All Saint’s Day. In the Philippines, this is a national 
holiday where families visit the graves of their departed relatives with 
some spending the entire day in the cemetery. 

The researcher’s familiarity with the MNC is mostly drawn from 
the photos and conversations with the informants having exclusively 
interacted with community members online. He was introduced to 
the cemetery’s main street, a wide atrium that cuts the complex into 
two. It is lined with the mausoleums of several of the country’s elite, 
from Spanish-era illustrados to past Philippine presidents. While 
walking, they pointed to a newly built mausoleum that belonged to 
Alfredo Lim, a former city mayor. He rose to national prominence as 
the city’s “Dirty Harry” (Tiangco 2020) for his violent approach to 
clean Manila from criminality and informality. One of the informants 
jokingly quipped that at last, he was with them now. 
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Figure 1. Boundaries of the Manila North Cemetery in relation to the 

city borders of the City of Manila, Quezon City, and Caloocan City. Note 

that the MNC is officially part of the City of Manila. © OpenStreetMap 
contributors.

This comment was telling of his impact on the lives of cemetery 
residents. Upon his election in 1996, he did not spare the cemetery. 
Informants narrated how the streets were cleared, and personal 
property and pets were seized. This led them to organize, culminating 
in a blockade of the cemetery entrance. What followed was two 
decades of relative toleration for their continued residential occupation 
of the MNC. This carried on until 2019 when then-mayor Francisco 
“Isko Moreno” Domagoso said in an interview that they need to 
return to the countryside (GMA News 2019).  This coincided with a 
national memorandum that compelled city governments like Manila 
to clear out public roads, justifying waves of clearing and demolition 
operations in public spaces like the MNC.

Despite these actions, dwelling in the MNC has persisted since 
the 1970s (Billing 2018). While there has been no state census on 
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how many people reside in the cemetery, participant accounts note 
that there has been a growth in population and living spaces. The 
creation and growth of dwelling and other activities necessary for 
living constitute what Bayat (2010, 56) calls the “quiet encroachment 
of the ordinary,” which refers to the “silent, protracted, but pervasive 
advancement of the ordinary people on the propertied, powerful, or 
the public, in order to survive and improve their lives.” Encroachment 
transformed the MNC as residents have created an extension of the 
city in the grounds of the dead, urbanizing this hallowed interstice.

This paper inquires how “quiet encroachment” unfolds in the 
case of the MNC, which consists of the practices and techniques 
of claiming and creating spaces, reproduced and shared by cemetery 
residents. This paper finds that in the MNC, this is not merely 
sustained by acts of physical encroachment. It is also buttressed by 
social networks cultivated among actors like mausoleum owners and 
local government officials. Categories such as “consented residence” 
and the practice of adoption into the barangay1 constituency 
became the norm, legitimizing their residence in the city. Lastly, the 
paper also provides insights into cemetery dwelling, expanding the 
understanding of urban informality in this context.

NAVIGATING THE CEMETERY

The COVID-19 pandemic defined the research approach of this 
paper as health protocols restricted visits to cemeteries for a time. 
This limited the roster of possible interviewees. In response, this study 
utilized research techniques involving a select number of participants 
but prioritizing sustained, almost daily interactions with them. 
Specifically, these were: a) photovoice; b) epistolary and synchronous 
online interviews; and c) walking interviews as the lockdowns eased. 
Participants were categorized in two: informants and respondents. 
First, the informants are those who participated in the photovoice 
and walking interviews. These were conducted within a five-month 
period between November 2020 to March 2021. Second, respondents 
are those who participated in an interview at least once. This group 
of participants is composed of a community leader and the staff of 
the civil society organizations (CSO) that operated in the MNC at 
the time of the study.

Informants were purposively chosen among cemetery residents 
who are part of All Together in Dignity Fourth World Philippines 
(ATD), an education-oriented CSO with presence in the cemetery 
since the 1990s and whose members are mostly women. ATD is also 
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the researcher’s partner organization for this study. Their constitution 
influenced how the research drafted five female informants in their 
mid-30s to mid-60s. All of them have lived in the cemetery for at 
least a decade and have experience in caretaking, which this paper 
posits is at the core of cemetery dwelling. Hence, the informants 
possess extensive knowledge on the expansion activities within the 
MNC. Below is a table detailing the composition of the participants 
(see table 1). Pseudonyms were assigned to them for anonymity.  

Table 1. Profile of Participants

Name 
Relation to 

the MNC

Occupation 

at the Time 

of Study

Research 

Role

Duration of 

Engagement
Activities 

Matea Cemetery 

resident

Caretaker, 

Facilitator 

in CSO 

activities

Informant November 

2020–March 

2021

Photovoice, 

Walking 

interviews

Teodora Cemetery 

resident

Caretaker Informant November 

2020–March 

2021

Photovoice, 

Walking 

interviews

Susan Cemetery 

resident

Caretaker Informant November 

2020–March 

2021

Photovoice, 

Walking 

interviews

Nora Cemetery 

resident

Caretaker Informant November 

2020–March 

2021

Photovoice, 

Walking 

interviews

Leonor Cemetery 

resident

Caretaker Informant November 

2020–March 

2021

Photovoice, 

Walking 

interviews

Bonnie Cemetery 

resident, 

community 

leader

Caretaker, 

Mini-store 

owner

Respondent 1 Interaction, 

March 2021

Interview

Dennis Joly Homes 

Foundation

CSO staff Respondent 1 Interaction, 

March 2021

Interview

Oliver Kapatiran 

Kaunlaran 

Foundation, 

Inc. 

CSO staff Respondent 1 Interaction, 

March 2021

Interview

Photovoice combines photography, critical dialogue, and 
experiential knowledge. It also  intends to provide opportunities to 
reflect on the images, their associated meanings, and the possibility 
for social action (Sutton-Brown 2014). An orientation session 
was arranged to brief informants on key procedures, from gaining 
approval to take photos to establishing modes of communication. 
The photovoice covered seven themes, namely: 1) Bahay (House);  
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2) Daanan (Pathways); 3) Pasko (Christmas); 4) Trabaho (Livelihood); 
5) Kuryente at Tubig (Electricity and Water); 6) Organisasyon 
(Organization); 7) Pandemya (Pandemic). Each theme was tackled in 
a two-week period from late November 2020 to the middle of March 
2021: one week for taking photos and another week for discussions. 

Interviews were utilized in two ways: to discuss with informants 
following the gathering of photos, and to interview respondents 
from CSOs and people’s organizations. Interviews were carried out 
online and utilized both synchronous and epistolary modes. Instant 
messaging became the main tool for epistolary interviews in this 
study, where the researcher sent out questions that can be answered 
at the participants’ pace. This proved advantageous for sustaining the 
five-month long engagement with informants. 

Lastly, field visits in the form of walking interviews began 
when government regulations allowed small groups inside the MNC. 
Kusenbach (2003) sees the walking interview as a hybrid between 
the interview and participant observation methods. The research 
employed a form of walking interviews where informants were the 
primary knowledge-bearers regarding the place and the researcher 
had little knowledge on the MNC. Following this idea of “going 
along,” the researcher only followed informants and allowed them to 
define the itinerary of the sessions. 

The walking interviews reinforced the information shared 
during the photovoice process in three ways. First, triangulation and 
deepening of data from the photovoice and standalone interviews 
became possible by visiting places only introduced through 
photographs. In this way, informants were able to elaborate important 
points from the interviews. Second, it provided opportunities to listen 
to lore, biographies, and oral histories that specific places in the MNC 
elicited. Third, walking in the MNC allowed informal, unstructured 
interviews with some residents who were simply subjects of our 
discussion. It provided some familiarity with community leaders 
slated for interviews. This complementarity between the two methods 
was also noted by Carpiano (2009). 

CEMETERY AS A SITE OF ENCROACHMENT

The themes of sacred space, cultural heritage, and collective history 
are dominant in the classic studies of cemeteries (Francis 2003). 
Surveying cemeteries from the United States, Europe, and Australia, 
Rugg (2000, 272) identified features of the cemetery that centered 
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on the aspects of physical characteristics, ownership and meaning, 
relationship to identities both personal and communal, and its 
sacredness. Furthermore, inhabited cemeteries of the Global South 
deviate from the cemeteries of the developed world physically: 
cemeteries are close but are not within settlements; have a perimeter 
to delineate the space; have an entrance to distinguish the site; and 
have the purpose of interring the dead. 

The volume of papers edited by Barretto-Tesoro (2016) have 
also discussed the purpose of Philippine cemeteries in terms of the 
abovementioned aspects. Seeing cemetery settlements as a “blurring 
of settlement and burial boundaries” (201), they acknowledged the 
existence of informal settlers in their research sites and saw it as 
possibly  detrimental to the cemetery’s physical structure and status. 
Providing further insight on Philippine cemetery settlements, Lapatha 
et al. (2019) saw the connection between dwelling and economic 
activities. Dwellers choose to stay because it provides them a source 
of income very close to their homes, albeit primarily irregular. In 
addition, the cemetery economy is not only formed by the activities 
that produce and maintain “material signs” (Francis 2003) but also 
has spiritual features. For example, cleaning the cemetery comes 
along with the intentional burning of grass to drive spirits away. They 
also saw the generational dimension of cemetery dwelling with some 
of their respondents continuing to stay because they were born and 
raised in its confines.

This blurring has also been evident in other contexts in the Global 
South. Bayat (2000) mentions that dwellers have occupied cemeteries 
in Egypt. Discussing this case in detail, Fahmi and Sutton’s (2014) 
work on the Cities of the Dead mentions that the total population 
is greatly contested with reports providing estimates of around one 
million. Squatter families are said to occupy the tombs in these 
cemeteries. As will be discussed in a later part, tomb dwelling only 
comprises a couple of cemetery housing types in the MNC because 
other auto-constructed settlements are also apparent. They also saw 
cemetery-related jobs that residents perform such as assistants to 
undertakers and gravediggers. In Indonesia, cemetery settlements 
called “cemetery kampungs (villages)” blend in with the cemetery 
areas and are often viewed as informal settlements (Indrainingrum, 
Yuliastuti, and Sari 2023; Dovey and King 2011). The latter also 
noted how cemetery kampungs are spatially homogenous with the 
surrounding areas, whereas cemeteries in neighboring countries 
such as Singapore, Malaysia, and Vietnam do not blend in with its 
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vicinities. Interestingly, the MNC shares the residential feature of the 
cemetery kampungs, while being spatially heterogeneous as cemetery 
walls are surrounded by residential zones. 

In the Philippines, journalistic accounts also stress this 
generational aspect of dwelling and the role of the cemetery economy. 
According to SBS Dateline (2017), people have been living there 
for decades and have raised their children and grandchildren within 
cemetery confines. This prolonged (im)permanence is corroborated 
by other documentaries and articles on other cemeteries in cities like 
Cebu (CGTN 2017) and Manila (GMA Public Affairs 2018; VICE 
Japan 2015). These works also detail another key aspect of cemetery 
life, which is its economy. Like Lapatha et al. (2019), Billing (2018) 
found that maintaining graves is one of the sources of income among 
cemetery dwellers along with carving headstones. Some dwellers have 
also been employed, formally or otherwise, by the administrators to 
serve as undertakers who exhume the graves of those whose five-year 
leases are ending (GMA Integrated News 2015; CGTN 2017). The 
other half of this economy is directed toward the living, providing 
semblances of urban life within the cemetery. Electricity and water 
distribution are also sources of living for cemetery residents and those 
who live in its immediate vicinity. Jerry-rigged electric connections 
and water wheeled off in plastic gallons are essential aspects of 
daily life in the cemetery (Dean 2017). Even entertainment such as 
karaoke and video games are also present (Billing 2018; Dean 2017; 
VICE Japan 2015). 

INFORMALITY, ENCROACHMENT, AND THE 
AGENCY OF THE POOR

The spatial features and economic activities of the cemetery settlements 
discussed in the previous section deviate from the characteristics 
most notably outlined by Rugg (2000) in reference to the cemeteries 
of certain parts of the developed world. These settlements in the 
Philippines, Egypt, and Indonesia are usually classified and viewed 
as informal (Fahmi and Sutton 2014; Indrainingrum, Yuliastuti, and 
Sari 2023).

As a concept, informality was viewed in binary with the formal. 
But newer works in informality in the Global South have gone 
beyond this formal-legal approach, arguing that it is fluid, relational, 
and contested. This perspective highlights the agency of the poor 
in shaping urban development as these informal activities could be 
“essential for the way in which the cities work” (Marx and Kelling 
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2018, 500). Thus, informality can also be flexible and negotiated. This 
means that citizens, which includes the urban informal people, can 
influence state regulations (Boudreau and Davis 2016). This is also 
evident in the case of the cemetery residences cited earlier, where 
they are involved in the upkeep of the cemetery and reshaping its 
physical landscape beyond formal plans. 

The literature highlights that these negotiations and 
contestations happen in the everyday. Resistances of informal people 
are seen to happen within many micropolitical processes at play 
in their resistance against displacement. For example, Schindler 
(2014) saw how street hawking in Delhi has carried on through 
negotiations between the informal vendors and street bureaucrats. 
In a paper by te Lintelo (2017, 83), religious practices were used 
by urban informal people to resist by “appealing to moral notions 
of deservedness, probity, and reputation often aimed at popular 
audiences.” These acts affected the governance of these spaces by 
facilitating transient agreements between the urban informal people 
and the state authorities. Consequently, these are insecure and tend 
to become a cycle of breaking down and re-negotiating one’s access 
to space (Goodfellow 2016). As a result, the urban informal people 
are suspended in what Schindler (2014, 2597–2598) describes as a 
“state of negotiated (im)permanence.”

Tackling the agency of the poor, Bayat (2000, 2010) departed 
from the viewpoint of the “political poor” wherein agency manifests 
through collective action. He also addressed the ambiguity of 
the “resisting poor” when it comes to the subject of the poor’s 
resistance, emphasizing that encroachment is directed at the state 
and the propertied. He gave general examples of the acts of “quiet 
encroachment of the ordinary,” such as informal land and shelter 
acquisition, channeling amenities like electricity, water, and roads, 
and establishing vending businesses on the streets. 

This paper intends to highlight two specific points about quiet 
encroachment that are important in the case of the MNC: First 
and more obvious in the cemetery is that acts of encroachment 
can be cumulative, gradual, and possibly life-long. And second is 
how cemetery dwelling shows how “fundamental aspects of the 
state prerogatives” (Bayat 2000, 546) can be questioned (actively or 
otherwise) through these long-drawn acts of the cemetery as a space 
for the dead. In situating these instances of encroaching the cemetery 
within the larger literature on urban informality, certain dynamics 
that surround the process of generating (im)permanence have been 
elucidated. 
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Relating the act of cemetery dwelling to the expanded notions 
on the agency of the urban poor points out three key points. First is 
that informality is dynamic. Despite the spatial limits of the cemetery 
(Dovey and King 2011), this dynamism leads to the transformation 
of space. The circumstances and results of this spatial change has not 
been detailed comprehensively, both in the Philippines and in other 
cases of cemetery dwelling that were reviewed. Second, informality 
is animated by the negotiations that become complex as many actors 
become involved. Encroachment in the cemetery is not merely about 
the interactions between the urban informal people and the state, as 
with the works of Schindler (2014) and te Lintelo (2017). As will 
be discussed, other actors such as caretakers and plot owners have a 
strong influence in the access to residential spaces in the cemetery. 
Third is the interaction and gaps within and between the legal regime 
and the informal logic. The understanding of informality as currency 
indicates that emphasis should be given to the agencies of cemetery 
dwellers in explaining their persistence, their ability to enter these 
negotiations with a variety of other actors within the cemetery 
space, and how these should also be seen as crucial in making (and 
sustaining) space in the cemetery. 

CARETAKING ORIGINS AND GENERATIONAL 
DIMENSION OF CEMETERY DWELLING

The researcher was unable to reach any first-generation MNC 
residents. However, the collated narratives from five informants and 
two respondents, all residents and caretakers at the time of data-
gathering, provided extensive information about their cemetery lives 
and the origins of cemetery dwelling. They shared stories about how 
they came to live in the MNC. A point of convergence in their 
narratives is that they were originally from the outside and started 
living there from the late 1970s up to the early 2000s at the latest. 
The informants mentioned that they lived in the cemetery for various 
reasons. They received invitations from relatives who were already 
inside, were evicted from their previous residences, or were displaced 
from their homes due to fires. Lapatha et al. (2019) similarly noted 
the last reason in their study of cemetery residents in another region, 
pointing out that the cemetery provided safety against fires unlike 
other informal settlements. But a common reason for deciding to stay 
in the cemetery for decades was the lack of choice owing to extreme 
poverty. 
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The newer cemetery residents among the participants have been 
residing on the premises for around twenty years and are the younger 
ones in the group. They attribute their living in the MNC to friends 
and later to their husbands, whom they met inside the cemetery. One 
older respondent notes that these cases still occur. She continues that 
it is not unusual to see parents looking for their children inside the 
cemetery. Susan and Bonnie, both in their mid-30s, shared their 
experiences as teenagers who were brought to the MNC by their 
friends. Susan shared that she started visiting the cemetery in 2001 
and later on married her friends’ acquaintance who lives there. 

We can glean several points from these stories. First, although 
they originally lived outside the cemetery, access was facilitated by 
people already in the MNC. In both cases, it was through marriage. 
Second, they became associated with people who have been living 
there for a long time and who turned out to be descendants of 
those identified as original settlers. And third, their stories show the 
protracted nature of cemetery dwelling as a non-collective action, 
consistent with Bayat (2010).

According to Oliver of Kapatiran Kaunlaran Foundation, Inc. 
(KKFI), a CSO implementing education and livelihood programs in 
the MNC since 2008, around fifty percent of residents have kin ties 
to the workers involved in older constructions in the cemetery. These 
workers also guarded the MNC and were initially allowed to bring 
their own families. The participants refer to this group as the “original 
caretakers” who started the caretaking business and subsequently, 
decided to live in the MNC. Despite not being direct descendants of 
this group, several residents claim to be related to original caretakers. 
These links with the original caretakers and their descendants 
in addition to the participants having lived in the area for several 
decades underscore the role of caretaking in the origins of cemetery 
dwelling. However, this is not to say that all current caretakers are 
descendants of the “original caretakers.” Teodora’s experience of being 
a caretaker suggests that residents can take on caretaking to negotiate 
their homes: “To answer your question about how we resolved it [the 
issue with the mausoleum owners], we became caretakers. It was 
passed on to us by the previous caretaker.” 2 

Caretakers in the cemetery, informally contracted by the plot 
owners to maintain their family mausoleums and burial niches, have 
had a vital role in expanding cemetery dwellings throughout the 
years. We saw that their role in spatial expansion in the cemetery 
is twofold. There is a generational dimension to cemetery dwelling 
and caretaking, both of which contributed to the rise of consented 
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residence as a prominent mode of cemetery dwelling in the MNC. 
The generationality of cemetery dwelling refers to the expansion and 
multiplicity of generations of cemetery residents inside the MNC. 
This constitutes the temporal aspect of expansion, one which has led 
to an increasing number of people inside the cemetery. 

The second aspect of generationality, as alluded to earlier and 
mentioned by the respondents, is the passing down of caretaking 
duties from the elders to their offspring. This strengthens the residents’ 
bond with the cemetery by giving them an economic reason to stay. 
The same respondent shares that her husband’s current plot, where 
he is the caretaker, was passed down to him by his mother. In effect, 
this generational factor and involvement in the cemetery economy, 
with barely any decline in the cemetery population, led to the 
expansion in terms of population and occupied space. It also exposes 
the cyclical nature of cemetery dwellings and people’s involvement 
in the industries for the dead. Moreover, there is a consensus among 
all informants that the genealogical passing down of being cemetery 
residents is a condition that one is born with, an aspect they shared 
as we walked in the cemetery and saw groups of children playing in 
the streets.

In effect, the relations between caretakers and grave owners 
led to “consented residence.” A 2018 survey administered by KKFI 
interviewed 567 cemetery residents, sixty-seven percent of whom 
answered that they live in the cemetery rent-free with consent (KKFI 
2018). Matea narrated how episodes of gaining consented residence 
show instances where cemetery residents negotiate with plot owners 
to gain permission to live there, sometimes in exchange for their 
services. Teodora as well as Nora shared that they even secured the 
consent retroactively. They became caretakers after the mausoleum 
owner was surprised that someone was living in their burial space.

With that, we return to the role of caretakers in the expansion 
of encroachment inside the cemetery, this time examining their role 
in providing consented residence and contributing to the spatial 
growth of cemetery residents in the process. Informants note that 
the caretakers could also act as conduits in these transactions and 
at times be the source of consent themselves. This gatekeeping role 
of the caretakers in cultivating consented residence also exhibits 
a certain degree of power on their side. Allowing and conversely 
restricting access to plots for the dead that people can convert into 
spaces brings them to a position where they can guard specific plots 
against others and in some instances, limit the use of these burial 
spaces for themselves. 
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Seeing the temporal and spatial expansion of cemetery dwellings 
inside the confines of the MNC, mainly from the perspectives of 
participants who perform various degrees of caretaking functions, 
exposes specific instances where their role, kinship, and being 
consented residents converge. Leonor shared that the owner has not 
agreed to having her family live in the mausoleum, but her mother 
who has been its caretaker is trying to get consent on her behalf:

“In my case, the owner does not know that we live here. 
People visit this place only on All Saint’s Day. When that 
day comes, we remove our things, which is why they do 
not notice that someone is living here. But my mother 
has been trying to tell the owner that we are staying in 
their space.” 

Interactions between the generational, spatial, and social 
dimensions highlight emergent points in this discussion of the 
origins and expansion of cemetery dwellings as a living space. 
These points are important as we continue our investigation in the 
succeeding sections: First, the continuation of cemetery dwelling 
from the so-called “original caretakers” appeared to consolidate the 
cemetery residents’ role in the cemetery, primarily through working at 
the industries for the dead. Second, the consent that caretakers could 
give in the cemetery dwelling puts them in a pivotal role  given how 
caretaking as an occupation is bound by process-based trust built over 
time. And third, cemetery dwelling and its expansion, regardless of 
consent or reason as to why they stay there, places an ever-increasing 
demand for appropriating burial plots into living spaces.

LIVING WITH THE DEAD:  
HOUSING IN THE CEMETERY

The need for living spaces inside a cemetery resulted in the 
conversion of spaces intended for the dead. This need coupled with 
people’s capacities and the authorities’ tacit approval to build homes 
has generated several forms of cemetery houses. As the researcher 
discovered, these dwellings are not only products of whatever building 
materials they can procure at the time but are also influenced by their 
calculations, capacities, and interestingly, the willingness to take risks. 
This section presents the forms of spatial expansion in the cemetery, 
particularly in terms of housing. 
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Notably, the informants mentioned that they rarely hide from 
visitors and authorities. During the walking interviews, the researcher 
saw a lot of cemetery residents strolling along the cemetery’s main 
street. Upon observing where their houses are located, it became 
clearer how inconspicuous cemetery dwelling is possible. Residents 
predominantly settle on the cemetery’s edges, away from the larger 
roads. Although there are some signs of settlement within the plots 
on the larger roads, the density of plots and appropriated mausoleums 
are skewed toward the peripheries of the cemetery. Furthermore, 
some of the densest settlements are located wherein pathways are 
either too narrow due to mausoleums and burial plots being too close 
to each other or pathways rendered non-existent as the burial spaces 
consumed them. In those cases, informants and researcher alike had 
to step on gravestones and niches, which the residents call tangke or 
tank (resembling the military vehicle).

    

Figure 2. A burial plot along Main Street with some indications of 

settlement (Left); an example of a tight pathway to reach a cluster of 

cemetery residences (Right). 

These side streets can be considered the cemetery’s interstices, 
smaller peripheral spaces surrounded by larger, more instituted 
ones (Brighenti 2013). These are not necessarily leftover plots but 
are in actuality the busier parts of the cemetery. With the cemetery 
administration’s awareness, these peripheries are packed with as 
many burial plots as possible. These MNC side streets are not being 
reached or are found hard to reach by authorities for surveillance 
and maintenance. More than that, these packed side streets of the 
cemetery are sites of several forms of cemetery residences, which can 
be categorized by their permanence and location. 

The observed forms of cemetery houses come in five types:  
1) in mausoleums, which repurposes the mausoleum as a living space 
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and could vary in terms of the number of floors and the floor area;  
2) above burial plots, which are houses that were built over the plots 
and often had structures of their own; 3) terraces, which are shanty-
like structures built atop the usually flat concrete tops of mausoleums; 
4) barung-barong (shanties), which are usually made of wood, 
corrugated roofing, and tarpaulin and constructed in between plots or 
idle lands; and 5) two-story houses built outside the cemetery walls 
but have doors on their second floors that open on the side of the 
cemetery. These residences repurpose the top of the apartment-type 
crypts as alleyways and places to wash clothes, to open up stores, to 
hang out, and to place chicken coops and dog cages. Table 2 details 
each type of housing in terms of its permanence and location in the 
cemetery.

Table 2. Types of housing by its permanence and location in the 

cemetery

Type of Housing Permanence Location

1. In Mausoleums Mausoleum structure is 

permanent, but residents often 

give way to visiting owners and 

relatives, especially during All 

Saint’s Day.

The mausoleum itself

2. Above Burial 

Plots

These can either be made of 

lighter materials, making it still 

vulnerable to demolition, or 

concrete to make it relatively 

permanent.

Directly above burial 

plots

3. Terraces Made of light materials, therefore 

vulnerable to demolition. 

On top of mausoleums

4. Barung-barong 

(shanties)

Made of light materials, therefore 

vulnerable to demolition.

In between plots or 

idle lands

5.   Two-story houses 

built outside the 

cemetery walls

Structures are permanent 

and are outside the confines 

of the cemetery. There are, 

however, temporary structures 

that residents place atop the 

apartment-type crypts, which 

is often the target of clearing 

operations

Houses are outside 

the cemetery, but 

they utilize the top 

of apartment-type 

crypts as an alleyway.



18 Social Transformations Journal of the Global South Vol. 11, No. 1, May 2023

These types of cemetery houses display the forms by which the 
cemetery becomes a living space and show the main feature of the 
structural dimension of expansion inside of it. Beyond the physical 
characteristics of these houses, cemetery residents also need to contend 
with their interaction with other actors interested in the burial plots 
and the cemetery in general. As seen in the second column of table 
2, permanence comes with the materials. But it also depends on 
the interactions with actors such as owners and government agents, 
particularly those involved in clearing operations and demolitions, 
which will be discussed later.

Figure 3. Observed types of cemetery housing (clockwise, from the 

upper left): 1) In Mausoleums; 2) Above Burial Plots (concrete); 3) Above 

Burial Plots (made of light materials); 4) Terraces; 5) Barung-barong 

(shanties); and 6) Two-story houses built outside the cemetery walls.



19Making Space in the Cemetery

From interactions with participants living in the MNC, the 
researcher found that cemetery houses are also built in consideration 
of other actors that operate within the cemetery. One reason is to 
minimize consequences from episodic clearing operations. Thus, 
people built more temporary housing to increase the possibility of 
evading evictions and demolitions. The second reason is to yield to 
the flow of demolitions and keep the building materials in usable 
condition as much as possible. These can be considered the functions 
behind the forms of cemetery houses. For example, there is a sense 
of safety that one can gain from living in a mausoleum. For one, it 
provides the best protection against demolition. It cannot be touched 
by authorities since these are legal structures constructed by plot 
owners. Another is financial because one would not need to spend on 
and look for another set of building materials compared to a barung-
barong (shanty). 

These forms of dwelling indicate different capacities of cemetery 
residents, which means that their economic capacity varies. This affects 
the capabilities and choices of cemetery residents when it comes to 
housing inside the cemetery and sources of utilities. During a walk, 
one of the informants called the owner of the house to say hello. 
After their exchange, the researcher was informed that the owner was 
a barangay kagawad.3 While this information could not be confirmed 
at the time, the house was notably almost near completion with 
an electric sub-meter installed. This type of structure was a rarity, 
especially among barung-barongs and terraces. As we continued the 
walk, Matea said that financial resources give a resident the capacity 
to take risks. If there is no one visiting the plot, one can build a 
fence around it (kulungin, or enclose) and erect a concrete structure. 
But what if the grave owner shows up? Thus, putting up permanent 
housing structures in the MNC is seen as a risk. And the informants 
saw it as a privilege of those who can afford it. Capacities also dictate 
one’s ability to gamble (sugal, in Filipino) and direct one’s choices 
toward the forms of housing available. Indeed, the structures for the 
living inside the cemetery are not merely tapestries of wood, sheet 
iron, tarps, and sometimes concrete but are products of how cemetery 
residents appraise their environments and interactions. 

Lastly, calculations regarding their lives in the city also influence 
the reasons as to why they think people stay in the cemetery. Drawing 
from their experiences and those of their peers, they say that the 
rent-free nature of cemetery dwellings when coupled with extreme 
poverty, such as what most of them are undergoing, makes living in 
the MNC a viable option. The economic activities afforded by living 
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in proximity to the burial plots and the City of Manila in general 
were also reasons provided by the participants. 

THE CEMETERY AS A LIVING SPACE: 
TECHNIQUES OF ENCROACHMENT 

AND EXPANSION

The practice of living in the cemetery also entails specific techniques 
and tactics. This was already alluded to in the previous section, 
particularly in the creation of houses and the calculations involved 
within. In examining the processes involved in quiet encroachment, 
Bayat (2010) saw that the informal settlers occupy a space and 
consolidate these settlements through bribery and bringing in urban 
amenities. However, this becomes complicated by inhabiting an 
enclosure (Dovey and King 2011; Rugg 2000). This is palpable as 
high walls of the MNC served as barriers and the cemetery gates also 
served as an additional constraint, where authorities ideally scrutinize 
what comes in and out of these entrances.	

Aside from appropriating burial spaces into homes, turning the 
cemetery into a space for the living (as well as the dead) entailed the 
following: the channeling of household utilities, which are crucial for 
urban life more so in the time of the pandemic; bringing in building 
materials and home appliances as part of home-making, a technique 
they refer to as “over the bakod (fence)”; the role of knowledge in 
the process of quiet encroachment, which is built over time through 
their experiences as cemetery residents; and the mobilization and 
subversion of state rationalization, which connected them to the 
larger city and its logic of governance and provisions. This section 
looks at the instances where cemetery residents secure these urban 
amenities and the practices of obtaining them. 	

WATER AND ELECTRICITY

During the five months of doing photovoice, there were numerous 
instances where some informants did not reply within the day. The next 
morning, they explained that their electrical connections were down. 
Although mausoleums commonly have electrical lines in anticipation 
of All Saint’s Day vigils, it is quite perplexing how residents who live 
in the other types of houses in the cemetery secure their electrical 
connections. This matter informed the decision to make access to 
utilities one of the themes in the photovoice sessions. Through this, 
we have learned two ways cemetery residents access electricity. First 
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is the sub-metered connection. One of the informants explained that 
this type of access is made through connections from a legal metered 
connection outside of the MNC that is then channeled into several 
houses inside the cemetery, each with their own electric meters.

The price of a sub-metered connection includes the equipment 
used and the monthly consumption as reflected in the monthly 
reading. But the owner of the connection outside and the customer 
inside the cemetery negotiate the price, which often has a 20 to 25 
percent markup from the official billing. According to the informants, 
the sub-metered connection provides a stable connection comparable 
to a legal metered line. This fact makes this type of connection 
costly for those living in the cemetery. Furthermore, informants 
note that this system of sub-metering has become a business among 
more financially capable residents. But sub-metered connections, as 
Matea indicated, are not how most cemetery residents gain access to 
electricity. They rely on a less stable but presumably more affordable 
way to power their lights and electric fans and charge their phones. 
This practice is widely known as a “jumper connection,” which is 
described by Billing (2018) and Dean (2017) as an illegal and jerry-
rigged manner of distributing electricity. 

Figure 4. Male residents fixing a sub-metered connection. 
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Often done at night and with lower quality lines, jumper 
connections are risky. When asked who offers their services to 
install jumper connections, Matea was quick to protect the person’s 
anonymity but shared that it was a neighbor. These connections, as 
stated earlier, are cheaper in terms of service and materials. One 
informant said that residents make lines out of twisted telephone 
wires and only pay 50 PHP4 a week for electricity. Given these 
connections’ illegal and substandard nature, these are dangerous for 
the installers. An inherent risk is posed by climbing up the posts 
and fiddling with the high voltage power lines while several feet off 
the ground and without having the proper safety equipment. Jumper 
connections are often the subject of clearing operations conducted 
by the electric company in areas like the MNC and are often 
accompanied by what informants identify as “police forces.” Despite 
these operations and the confiscations of the wires they lay out, they 
also share that the use of jumper connections is persistent. Susan 
shares how the interactions between the electric company and the 
cemetery residents unfold:

“Our electrical connections are always a target. 
Sometimes, police and Meralco [the electric company] 
officials come here to remove the wires, but the installers 
just put it back once they leave.” 

This persistent contact between authorities and the cemetery 
residents, especially in the destruction and re-creation of their living 
spaces, is an apparent theme in making and negotiating their space 
in the cemetery. But in terms of securing water, which is another 
critical urban amenity, the residents appear to have devised relatively 
stable sources and systems to channel it. Informants enumerate 
three sources of water in the cemetery. First are deep and artesian 
wells, which they use to clean structures such as mausoleums and 
sometimes for bathing. Second, refilling stations from outside the 
cemetery can deliver containers of processed water. Residents use it 
as their drinking water, most especially if they have infant children 
in their households. Finally, there are connections for tap water, 
which they call NAWASA.5 This should have been impossible in the 
cemetery because an official address is a prerequisite for water line 
installations in the city. (The dynamics of the address will be discussed 
in a later section.) The researcher managed to speak to the owner of 
these connections who agreed to have photos of her place taken. She 
explained that they arranged for a legal meter to be installed in a 
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relative’s house located outside the cemetery. Water is channeled to 
the cemetery dwellers through a long line that traverses the walls and 
above some plots and niches before being buried under the road of 
the cemetery. This line looked like a small hump (see figure 5).

    

Figure 5. Hump-like crevasse in the cemetery road where the pipe 

of the NAWASA connection is buried (Left); NAWASA water filling plastic 

containers for delivery (Right).

When asked about this water distribution business, the owner 
mentioned that it is necessary to recoup her water bills, which reach 
about 10,000 PHP6 per month, plus the cost of the plastic containers 
and the carts. She sells each container of water for 5 PHP and lends 
the containers to the residents. There is an additional cost in renting 
the carts, which turned out to be a more profitable practice than hiring 
people to push the filled carts and distribute them to the residents. 
Channeling household utilities, such as electricity and water, into the 
MNC necessitated subversions of the current distribution system in 
the city. In the case of the electric connections, this has been the 
subject of interactions between authorities and residents. Similarly, 
these deviations have created various alternative distribution systems 
inside the cemetery that are sustained by the cemetery residents 
themselves. 

Residents employ tactics to build their houses and make these 
basic structures more livable. The construction of mausoleums and 
burial places can also serve as sources of building materials for 
their houses. But materials from these activities are limited, and 
procurement outside the walls is necessary. The “over the bakod” 
technique of bringing in building implements alludes to the need 
to scale the cemetery’s high walls to bring in these materials and 
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appliances.  As the name suggests, this practice requires that the 
materials be lifted above the height of the wall and thrown into the 
cemetery. As one informant shared, lookouts receive these materials 
from the inside while also paying attention to people who might 
alert the authorities. This intentionally takes place under the covers 
(patago, in Filipino), sometimes done at night and at a considerable 
distance from the cemetery administration’s office. As Teodora shared: 

“When we bring materials in, we sometimes do it at night 
or somewhere far from the office, except when there 
are snitches. We work in the middle [of the MNC] and 
far from them. Over the bakod happens on the edge of 
[name of the place] and near our house. That is why it is 
easy for us to bring materials in, and people also pass by 
using that route.” 

Spatial expansion “over the bakod” also entails mobilizing personal 
relations between cemetery officials and residents. Transforming 
mausoleums into houses necessitates home appliances that are more 
fragile—items that would break when hauled over the cemetery 
walls and thrown into the MNC. In cases where the appliance is 
large enough to be noticed, gate guards become accomplices. The 
cemetery residents have come to know them personally and often 
give them “snack money” (pang-merienda), a euphemism worded 
by the informants for a bribe. This tactic was also mentioned by 
Bayat (2010), but as will be discussed in the next section, residents 
employ more extensive relations with state agents. These accounts of 
encroachment and expansion techniques, from houses to utilities and 
home appliances, demonstrate the knowledge of cemetery residents 
on how to survive while clinging to their spaces inside the cemetery 
and how to slowly make it livable.

 
THE ADOPTION SYSTEM AND THE POLITICS  

OF THE ADDRESS

Rationalization by the state is an essential feature of urban life. 
Two of the relevant methods for this case are official addresses 
and censuses. The address denotes one’s belongingness in the state 
system, especially because legal documents are difficult to obtain in 
the country without one. In the Philippines, documents that certify 
a person’s residence in a city form part of one’s eligibility to local 
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social welfare, among other services. The solution to this problem is 
the adoption system, where barangay governments “adopt” cemetery 
residents by designating them an address within their administrative 
boundaries. It is not necessary that one owns the property where 
that address is designated. For example, Leonor was assigned the 
address of a nearby home appliance warehouse and another resident 
was given the address of the barangay office to use as her official 
address. The politics of the address and the resulting subversion of 
certain social welfare services are vital parts of the cemetery residents’ 
quiet encroachment of the city and in this case, directly implicates 
the state, its services, and its agents.  

Matea recalls that at least four barangays in the City of Manila 
adopt residents and that there are also residents who successfully 
registered in the cities of Caloocan and Quezon City, which border 
the MNC as well. In terms of population, this gave the impression 
that several barangays have jurisdiction over the MNC. But officially, 
the cemetery is a public space directly under the Manila City 
government through the cemetery administration. “Registration,” in 
this sense, largely refers to which city the cemetery resident has been 
listed as a voter. This means that the exercise of voting rights is also 
affected by one’s lack of address. In addition, being identified as a 
voter is also one of the means that the local government identifies 
whether or not  a person is part of their constituency. Voting rights 
are not only tied to services but to monetary benefits and dole outs 
given by politicians during elections or on occasions like Christmas. 

Moreover, informants say that they have used these false 
addresses to access jobs and other legal documents. Leonor said that 
the barangay tanod7 even delivers letters from their employers. And as 
mentioned earlier, obtaining the address also serves as a main factor to 
access formal social welfare services from both the city and national 
government. By having an address, a few of the MNC residents have 
gained access to aid programs by the Department of Social Welfare 
and Development (DSWD) like the Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino 
Program (4Ps)8 and the Social Amelioration Program (SAP)9 
provided during the pandemic. The Modified Conditional Cash 
Transfer for Homeless Street Families (MCCT-HSF),10 a program 
intended to provide cash for the homeless to rent homes, did not 
work as intended. Dennis, a staff from Joly Homes Foundation 
( JHF), which is a housing justice CSO that briefly worked with the 
MNC residents during the time of the study, narrated how residents 
colluded with lessors to pass the monitoring of this program. 
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“MCCT has around 300 beneficiaries inside [the 
cemetery], and they submitted addresses [located] 
outside MNC. Sometimes, there are arrangements that 
they make with the lessors to declare that they are living 
there [in the apartment]. Once the DSWD coordinator 
comes, they will pretend that they live [in the apartments]. 
If there are 300 members, that’s quite a lot of people who 
have received money for rent.” (Personal communication, 
researcher’s own translation from Filipino)

In these cases, the forms and techniques of quiet encroachment 
constitute subversions to the formal distribution systems, and even 
the state census and social welfare systems. Similarly, these show that 
while cemetery residents may undertake some activities in isolation, 
negotiations with authorities are entrenched in the phenomenon of 
cemetery dwelling in the MNC. At the same time, the practices and 
their existence alongside the place with other cemetery stakeholders 
have generated a body of knowledge specific to cemetery residents 
for their survival and continued persistence inside the cemetery. 

QUIET ENCROACHMENT IN THE CEMETERY

In his work, Bayat (2010) provided general examples of what 
constitutes the “quiet encroachment of the ordinary.” To make sense 
of urban informality in this perspective, there is a need to provide how 
it occurs in particular cases and to illustrate the forms that come out 
from these instances. The most evident aspect of that are the physical 
settlements. This paper showed the forms of housing and means of 
channeling utilities in an enclosure, a space within a delineated shell 
(Dovey and King 2011). But within this larger shell of the MNC are 
smaller ones, such as the mausoleum. With the exception of shanties 
and the two-story houses outside the walls, it can be said that the 
types of housing in the cemetery work within the physical boundaries 
dictated by the burial plots and the walls itself. 

Calculations among the residents dictate the form and conduct 
of encroachment. Relationships between them, the authorities, and 
mausoleum owners need to be recalibrated and constantly negotiated. 
Residents navigate within this web of connections, calculating how to 
approach these power and rights bearers, and leading to Schindler’s 
(2014) “state of negotiated (im)permanence.”  Furthermore, the role of 
collective tacit knowledge formed by generations of cemetery dwelling 
also plays a role in its expansion. As demonstrated by cemetery 
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residents, forms of housing and making temporary and permanently 
built houses are sometimes decided on through a calculus of factors 
such as cost, threat of demolition, and the avoidance thereof. This 
shows in the tactics and techniques behind the proliferation of 
cemetery dwellings as a phenomenon in the city, often construed as 
spontaneously created.

This demonstrates how “quiet encroachment” goes beyond 
its physical outcomes. This paper showed that in the case of the 
MNC encroachment necessitated other dimensions to sustain itself. 
To reiterate, these are the role of caretaking as an occupation, the 
techniques of encroachment reliant on social networks, and the 
subversion of state services. In general, these are social interactions 
that mediate the generation of consent, cooperation among residents, 
the sharing of knowledge and calculations, and dealing with other 
actors like grave owners and state agents. The importance of these 
interactions in securing one’s space in the city are interspersed 
within these narratives of becoming caretakers, creating homes, and 
obtaining services from the government. These interactions underlie 
the physical aspect. And it is notable how the MNC maintained its 
intended function of being a cemetery despite the presence of and, 
as this paper shows, even with partial aid from cemetery residents. 
Caretakers are vital actors for encroachment and expansion but have 
simultaneously maintained family graves. 

“Quiet encroachment” also reaches beyond the cemetery. For 
the MNC residents, scrambling for legitimacy became necessary to 
belong in the larger city in an informal manner. Their (im)permanence 
has been significantly facilitated by rather positive relations with 
those in power like government officials, street bureaucrats, and 
rights-holders such as mausoleum owners. They are able to access 
services, gain some employment outside the MNC, subvert social 
welfare programs, and have limited political presence through 
these contingent arrangements built together with these powerful 
actors. This implies that urban informality is not solely the work of 
people labelled as informal, but that in the case of the MNC, “quiet 
encroachment” goes beyond the cemetery in terms of those who are 
involved in it as well.

The case of the MNC showed how networks of interaction, 
both internal and external, underlie how informal settlements 
could be sustained and expanded. This paper covered the effects of 
how these networks have influenced the physical manifestations of 
encroachment but also the residents’ calculations regarding their living 
in an informal settlement. This point is important in understanding 
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not only informal settlements as spaces but the possible range of 
constraints and possibilities that figure in the lives of informal settlers 
as individuals and as a collective. 

This paper found three aspects of the cemetery settlement 
and possibly other informal settlements that necessitate further 
exploration. First, this study found that the informal economy is not 
merely composed of those in the caretaking business but is a network 
of related occupations that provide services to grave owners. Thus, 
the synergy between informal settlements and the informal economy 
should be investigated, especially in cases where they are clearly 
intertwined. Second, it is true that the MNC has been a subject of 
state operations in various points of its history. Reactions to these 
instances where their gains are threatened deserve further attention. 
While this paper discussed the productive aspect of negotiations with 
state actors, further research must keep in mind the fragile nature of 
these agreements. The breaking points and how informal settlements 
have dealt with these episodic breaks over time is an interesting 
matter to look into. Third, and still related to the state, is this dynamic 
of how informal people collect semblances of citizenship. This paper 
highlighted the role of subversion of identification and state services 
toward this end. But what must also be seen is how the state and 
its agents evaluate this citizenship and how efficacious it is in the 
recognition of the urban informal people as part of the city. 

TABLES

1	 Profile of Participants

2	 Types of Housing by its permanence and location in the cemetery

FIGURES

1	 Boundaries of the Manila North Cemetery in relation to the city borders 
of the City of Manila, Quezon City, and Caloocan City. Note that the MNC 
is officially part of the City of Manila. 

2	 A burial plot along Main Street with some indications of settlement 
(Left); an example of a tight pathway to reach a cluster of cemetery 
residences (Right).

3	 Observed types of cemetery housing (clockwise, from the upper left):  
1) In Mausoleums; 2) Above Burial Plots (concrete); 3) Above Burial Plots 
(made of light materials); 4) Terraces; 5) Barung-barong (shanties); and 
6) Two-story houses built outside the cemetery walls.

4	 Male residents fixing a sub-metered connection.

5	 Hump-like crevasse in the cemetery road where the pipe of the NAWASA 
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connection is buried (Left); NAWASA water filling plastic containers for 
delivery (Right).

NOTES

*	 This article is a revised excerpt from the author’s master’s thesis, “Eternal 
Slumber and (Im)permanent Dwellers” (2022). This thesis was funded 
by the Hopper-Bhatia Field Research Fellowship Program, managed by 
the Institute of Philippine Culture, School of Social Sciences, Ateneo de 
Manila University.

1	 The barangay is the smallest administrative unit in the Philippine 
Government before the city or municipality. It is comparable but not 
equivalent to a village. Barangay governments have autonomy from the 
city or municipality that it is a part of in some functions as well as from 
other barangays.

2	 Unless otherwise stated, all quotes from the participants that appear 
in this article are translated into English by the researcher. Original 
responses were sent through online messaging and contains Filipino 
texting syntaxes.  

3	 A barangay kagawad is an elected post in the barangay government, 
formally serving committee and legislative functions. 

4	 Around 1.02 USD at the end of the data collection phase.

5	 NAWASA was a defunct national water distribution agency. The acronym 
is still occasionally used to colloquially refer to tap water.

6	 Around 206 USD at the end of the data collection phase. 

7	 The tanod is a part of the barangay’s peacekeeping corps.

8	 The Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program (4Ps) is a national social 
welfare program providing cash grants to poor and near poor families, 
given that the family complies to certain conditions. 

9	 The Social Amelioration Program (SAP) was a cash grant provided to 
selected beneficiaries during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
2020. 

10	 The Modified Conditional Cash Transfer for Homeless Street Families 
(MCCT-HSF) is a social welfare program for families that do not have 
shelter. The MCCT-HSF serves as the counterpart of 4Ps for homeless 
street families. Bonnie and Dennis were referring to the subversion of 
rental assistance, which is one of the services under this program.  
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