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THE QUIET ONES

Glenn Diaz, The Quiet Ones
Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press [Bughaw], 2017, 386 pages

Glenn Diaz’s The Quiet Ones opens and ends in an airport. This
setting seamlessly fits into the novel’s broad topics, such as mobility
and globalization, as well as teasingly situates the narratives—Alvin
trying to escape arrest after “robbing” the call-center company where
he used to work and Carolina traveling back “home” to Madrid.

Revolving around couples whose names serve as the titles of
the four major parts, the novel depicts the complex, intersecting
relationships formed in the contemporary global world. First,
there is Alvin and his American fling, Scott Kilborn, who is
doing ethnographic work on Manila, Pacquaio, and the Filipino’s
happiness. Then, there are the Sevilla-born Carolina, sent to the
Philippines by the Australian company where she works, and
Reynaldo, her assistant-turned-lover-turned-heartbreaker. There
is the call-center agent Karen and the Texan operations manager
Brock (essentially her boss), who would later propose to her. Finally,
ex-lovers and former co-workers Philip and Eric, who reunite and
leave what remains of Eric’s loot in his namesake’s burial.

Various forms of movement and their various motivations and
underpinnings meet in the novel. Intending to write about Manila,
Scott professes that he is “more concerned with consciousness and
thought-formation than blue-collar ethnography” (50). Looking
back on her relationship with Reynaldo, Carolina admits that “she
was hypnotized by the thought of a brown lover, different and
deferential” (368). What prods Alvin and the gang’s little heist is
perhaps their desire to break away from the pestering cycle of pecha-
de-peligro poverty-“payday binges”’-poverty again (221). It is the same
heist that would propel them to even the littlest of social mobility.

As locus, the airport fittingly embodies the novel's apprehension
of transnational movement and globalization. These two
overarching topics are foregrounded in the novel through the
characters’” experiences of and transactions with them: Philip’s
one-night stands in Bangkok; Carolina’s company-enabled “free
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trip” to the Philippines; and the UTelCo agents’ entire stint as
outsourced employees. These experiences are mostly marked by
either bogusness or transience, like when Philip “knew the night’s
charm would fade in the morning” (284) and the real-life contracts
of call center agents. The bogusness includes the “pretentious let’s-
build-houses-for-the-poor itinerary” (132) and telling the American
clients that their calls are being received in Naperville and not in
Third-World, postcolonial Manila.

Most pointedly, there are multiple forms of disjunction,
uncovering the underside, if not hollowness, of interconnections
celebrated under globalization. The disconnect can veer toward the
comical. Philip fumbles when a Thai taxi driver tries to talk to him
(“this tragic, cultural, civilizational divide” [284]); he elicits a smile
from the driver only at the mention of sucking dicks. Sometimes,
the disjunct is meaningful in a distorted sense, reminding us how
slippages have weakened hardcore identifications. Carolina’s “Saan
magulang?”—an attempt to practice her rudimentary Filipino with a
child—gets no reply and a tourist has to explain that magulang also
means cunning (178).

In the larger picture, these slippages can encourage other
possibilities for productive mistranslations or more willful
disidentifications. Yet no tedious tirade against globalization
is forthcoming. The novel’s focus on personal dealings with
events engendered by globalization gives face and depth to both
individuals and their society, their actions and conditions, and their
relationships with each other. Outside the characters like Brock,
Scott, and Carolina who literally moved from one country to another,
there are those poised for a breakthrough (Will Karen say yes to
Brock?) or those with shifting (Reynaldo cheats on Carolina) and
unstable loyalties (the disgruntled UTelCo workers). Globalization
has so opened things up that options and possibilities abound; those
left behind are losers.

Toward the end of the novel, Carolina would laugh at the idea
of “this world made borderless, supposedly, people made placeless
and stateless” (367). The repetition of the suffix -less is instructive:
Could it be that in a world teeming with available, modifiable, and
purchasable identities, destinations, opportunities, and universes,
we are becoming less and less? In “Salman Rushdie’s Shame:
Postmodern Migrancy and the Representation of Women,” Aijaz
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Ahmad speaks of two versions of “migrancy” Rushdie articulates.
The first one assigns to migrancy “an ontological condition,” causing
individuals to “float upwards from history” (127). Opposite this
state of unbelonging, the second one stresses an excess: “not that
he belongs nowhere, but that he belongs to too many places” (127,
emphasis in the original). In further analysis, can we not see the
two as intertwined, as the obverse of each other? Having no sense
of history can work alongside with the temptation of the many, of
the plural, of anything.

Enabled by global capitalism, the various dispersions of the
individual—as an overseas worker or as an employee of a foreign
company in one’s own country—find their match in “a system that
is unresponsive, impersonal, centerless, abstract and fragmentary”
(Fisher 68). Just like individual mobilities, the impersonal system
has varied instantiations in The Quiet Ones: the narrator speaking of
“that anonymous mass lumped together as the Rotten System” (18);
Brock referring to himself in the third person (“guys, it has come
to Brock’s attention that some people think he’s a tyrant” [331]);
and Philip concluding that “Capitalism is like magic sometimes”
(325), after talking about bus stops in Singapore with very precise
information on the next vehicle (its time of arrival, the number of
unoccupied seats on both decks).

Following this, the emphasis on the personal offers both a
potential and a hurdle. In the face of a complexly working social
structure, diffuse in appearance and operations and seemingly hard
to ponder and pin down, the personal insists on itself. It is there,
positing its equivocations, offering trinkets of insights or hazardous
jokes, making do with what is there, finding ways to “con” the
system. Ultimately, as the robbery plotline shows, “it was a system
that could fail after all” (362). The fact that personal maneuvers and
little resistances are celebrated and become meaningful implies the
existence of something bigger that gives them worth and weight.
The first-person-plural narration in “Karen and Brock” says about
the former’s brewing romance with the boss: “One of us getting into
a relationship with one of them: was there a more satisfying act of
fighting back?” (257). The same can be said and even furthered in the
case of Reynaldo, who leaves Carolina in emotional disarray. Philip
would speak of “salvag[ing] scraps of freedom” (309) and Alvin
would discover the “exhilaration in asserting yourself” (344) after
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dropping the “ma’am” in one phone call. Is the individual implicitly
installing itself as this century’s most effective insurrectionist?

After citing the impersonality of the system, Mark Fisher
would underline the need for a collective citizenship: “The cause
of eco-catastrophe is an impersonal structure which, even though
it is capable of producing all manner of effects, is precisely not a
subject capable of exercising responsibility. The required subject—a
collective subject—does not exist, yet the crisis . . . demands that it be
constructed” (70). The focus is less on the system being impenetrable
or invisible than on individuals gathering together to confront this
system: to penetrate it, make sense of it, understand how they relate
to it, transform it.

Coupled with Fisher’s reminder, the previous question about
individual insurrections can be reframed so that it sheds off the
“eew” of the either-or and the “yikes” of the yes-or-no. The most
“collective” plot against one’s present conditions is Alvin and the
gang’s cunning plan—the one involving dollars and not American
Idol hotlines. Otherwise, there are no week-long barricades, no
programmatic approaches to name and change “the system.” Yet the
formation of a collective subject must start in smaller, more specific
situations or spheres. Here the final scene in the novel is the most
illustrative: having met in the Pagudpud homestay years ago and
now being in the same airport, Carolina and Alvin look familiar to
each other. The vague familiarity would prompt Carolina to strike a
conversation and the two of them to sustain it. Complimented on his
accent, Alvin would then remark about Carolina’s lack of “Australian
accent.” To this, Carolina replies, “I don’t, do I? I can put it on for you,
if you want” (384), earning Alvin’s gradual amusement.

Identities are being performed; accents are being staged;
estrangements are being overcome. All these signal that the
seemingly quiet ones, the seemingly regular pedestrians are not
at all passive and just going through the motions. Before collective
citizenships are formed, before shared goals are formulated,
individuals must learn to see an “other” as an ally, or at least as
someone who is in the same place as them. More than literal—as in
airports, where millions coexist every day—this place must be seen
as symbolic—the stifling freedom of tantalizing mobility and the
yearning for an anchor that will ground one’s decisions and motions.
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