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Luisa L. Gomez 

Rereading Nick Joaquin 
as a Devil’s Advocate 

“La Naval de Manila” (1943) in Context

ABSTRACT

Nick Joaquin characterized himself as a “devil’s advocate” for taking contrarian 
positions in Philippine cultural history. His early essay “ La Naval de Manila” is 
taken as an example of such. A re-examination of the essay within its original 
context of the Japanese Occupation of the Philippines, however, reveals that 
Joaquin’s early historical imagination must be understood less as an act of 
rebellion and more as a product of negotiation. It navigates multiple audiences 
and overlapping empires—the Spanish past it venerates, the American period 
whose language it uses, and the Japanese present that enabled its publication. 
Its power lies not in open resistance but in its capacity to operate within 
propaganda frameworks while maintaining aesthetic integrity.

KEYWORDs 
Joaquinesque, La Naval de Manila, Nick Joaquin, Resil Mojares

INTRODUCTION

In 2017, Resil B. Mojares published Interrogations in Philippine Cultural 
History, a collection of essays that brings together ideas informed by 

his wide-ranging interventions in historiography, literature, and cultural 
studies. Among these essays is “Discourses of the Devil’s Advocate: Nick 
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Joaquin as Historian,” first delivered as a lecture at the Ateneo de Manila 
University in November 2014, on the occasion of the author’s tenth 
death anniversary, where Mojares re-examines the positionality of Nick 
Joaquin as a “devil’s advocate,” through the lens of the latter’s historical 
writings. While Joaquin is most often remembered as a fictionist, poet, 
and journalist, Mojares asserts that his historical essays—particularly 
“La Naval de Manila” (1943)—deserve equal attention. Written at the 
height of the Japanese Occupation, when he was twenty-six, “La Naval 
de Manila” became a touchstone in Joaquin’s career. His position was 
considered a minority one, but it would influence the tone of his career. 
For Mojares, this early essay exemplifies Joaquin’s tendency to court 
controversy and assume contrarian positions in Philippine cultural 
history, earning him the epithet of a “devil’s advocate.”
	 On this note, Mojares’s provocation of Joaquin as a devil’s 
advocate, becomes especially significant. By highlighting the impact 
of “La Naval” in shaping the contrarian persona attributed to Joaquin, 
he shifts the conversation away from the familiar tropes that have long 
dominated Joaquin criticism: his baroque style (Blanco; Serrano), the 
tension between tradition and modernity (Hau; Galdon; Pablo; Roces; 
San Juan), and his women characters (Delos Reyes and Selman; Tope), 
or his uneasy position in postcolonial literary debates (Coden Fermin; 
Rafael; Van der Wall).1 Instead, Mojares foregrounds how the essay 
inadvertently shaped how Joaquin is conceived as a devil’s advocate, an 
author who consistently challenged prevailing norms:
	 What marked the positions he took was his refusal of easy 

orthodoxies. An outsider to government, the political parties, 
and the universities, he kept his space to be an independent 
thinker on the issues confronting the nation. From the 1930s 

1 See the bibliography for the titles of these works.
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until his death in 2004, he was consistent in his role as the 
critic of what passed for the intellectually opened up spaces 
for the Filipino to imagine himself/herself in novel ways and 
act on this basis.2  

On this note, my paper re-situates Joaquin’s essay within its historical 
and institutional contexts. Mojares is right to emphasize Joaquin’s 
contrarian stance—his willingness to champion Spain and Catholicism 
at a moment when both were unfashionable, even suspect, within 
nationalist discourse. Yet the publishing conditions of the early 1940s 
complicate this interpretation of this essay as functioning solely as 
an oppositional gesture. The essay’s appearance during the Japanese 
Occupation draws attention to the constraints of censorship and the 
ideological negotiations that allowed such a text to circulate. Seen in 
this light, Joaquin’s Hispanism becomes entangled not only with his 
stylistic or intellectual contrarianism but also with the cultural politics 
of wartime publication. In pursuing this re-examination, I argue that 
Mojares’s attribution to an early or young Joaquin as a “devil’s advocate” 
risks flattening the complexities of Joaquin’s essay and positionality as 
an author into a purely contrarian gesture. A more nuanced account 
recognizes “La Naval” as a hybrid text: simultaneously contrarian in 
its challenge of prevailing nationalist narratives, commemorative in its 
function within Catholic institutions, and opportunely positioned to 
pass through Japanese censorship precisely because it did not align with 
American or secular liberal traditions. 

2 Resil B. Mojares, “Discourses of the Devil’s Advocate: Nick Joaquin as Historian,” in Interrogations  
in Philippine Cultural History (Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2017), 11.
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EARLY NICK JOAQUIN AND THE PUBLISHING CONTEXT  
OF “LA NAVAL DE MANILA”

Born on May 4, 1917, in Paco, Manila, Joaquin came of age during the 
American Occupation (1898–1946), in a wealthy, educated, landowning 
family. His father Leocadio Joaquin was a respected lawyer and colonel 
during the Philippine Revolution, while his mother Salome Márquez 
was a Thomasite-trained public-school teacher.3 Joaquin was thus 
raised in a household that embodied the legacies of both Spanish and 
American colonial influence, one that spoke Spanish and practiced 
devout Catholicism, yet also valued modern education and American 
ideals. His father’s prominence afforded the family a comfortable life, 
and his friendship with General Emilio Aguinaldo, who once called him 
“the best lawyer in the country,”4 suggests the Joaquins’ connection to 
the intellectual and political elite.
	 Mojares describes the cultural milieu of the pre–Pacific War 
period, or the early twentieth century, into which Joaquin was born and 
raised as one shaped by two major forces: “nationalism” and “American 
colonial state formation.”5 On the one hand, there was the educational 
structures established by the American colonial regime. As Patricia May 
Jurilla writes, “The Americans had already begun setting up various public 
institutions in what would be their new territory. In August 1898, seven 
schools were established in Manila, with American soldiers serving as the 
first teachers and with English introduced as the medium of instruction.”6  

3 Resil B. Mojares. Biography of Nick Joaquin, Ramon Magsaysay Award Foundation,    http://www.rmaf. 
org.ph/Awardees/Biography/BiographyJoaquinNic.htm

4 Marra PL. Lanot, “The Trouble with Nick,” Bulatlat, 2-8 May 2004, https://www.bulatlat.com/ 
news/4-13/4-13-nick.html. Accessed 11 June 2021.

5 Resil B. Mojares, “The Formation of Filipino Nationality Under U.S. Colonial Rule,” Philippine Quarterly  
of Culture and Society 34, no. 1 (March 2006): 12.

6 Patricia May B. Jurilla, “Conflicts and Contests: A History of the Filipino Novel in English,”  
Kritika Kultura no. 27 (2016): 7.
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This early institutionalization of English education, Jurilla adds, laid the 
groundwork for a generation of Filipinos who were to become writers in 
the new colonial language. In 1908, the “public, secular University of the 
Philippines was established in Manila; it became the leading institution 
in the teaching of English at the tertiary level.”7 
	 On the other hand, there was artistic and literary activity carried 
over from the late nineteenth century and informed by the revolution 
against Spain and the more recent war with the Americans, “bursting 
forth into the spaces created by the transition from one colonial order 
to another.”8 On this note, Mojares underscores that the “nationalism” 
expressed in Philippine literature during this time was “distinctly cultural 
rather than political or economic,” reflected in debates on “Anglo-
Saxonization” (Sajonismo), which centered on concerns over “rapid 
Americanization.”9

	 Figures like Jorge Bocobo (1886–1965), along with nationalists such 
as Rafael Palma (1874–1939), Teodoro Kalaw (1884–1940),  and Epifanio 
de los Santos (1897–1928), were known to advocate for Filipinismo—the 
need to preserve and foster the “Filipino Soul,” including the mentality, 
moral sentiments, and “the true genius and spirit” that define a distinct 
Filipino personality and nationality.10 In contrast were the supporters 
of Americanization, the americanista, such as Trinidad Pardo de Tavera 
(1857–1925), who “called for the ‘complete assimilation of the American 
spirit,’ envisioned a future in which Filipinos would be ‘reading and 
thinking as Americans,’ and once wrote that he wanted his sons ‘to be 
educated in America so that they may be Americans.’ He criticized the 

7 Ibid.

8 Mojares, “Formation,” 12.

9 Ibid., 14

10 Ibid.
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local inheritance of ‘backward’ cultural forms, such as novenas, corridos, 
and komedyas, as part of the country’s ‘legacy of ignorantism.’”11 In other 
words, he associated Anglo-Saxonization with education and prosperity.12  

Philippine literature in English emerged in this context.
	 The introduction of English as the primary medium of instruction 
and publication under American rule created a new generation of Filipino 
writers whose works were shaped by Western literary models and the 
expanding print culture. This shift signaled not only a change in language 
but also in literary orientation—away from the traditions of the Tagalog 
novel13 toward an English-language literary field aligned with colonial 
institutions and modernizing ideals. Additionally, Jose Dalisay Jr. notes 
that admiration for American culture was overt among Joaquin’s pre–
Pacific War contemporaries: in “the ’30s and ’40s, in such places as 
the Sunday Tribune Magazine, a locally written story or poem would be 
published after or beneath a story or poem by an American or British 
author, presumably a kind of model to emulate.”14 
	 English language magazines and newspapers such as Philippines 
Free Press (established in 1908), Tribune (1926), Graphic (1927), Herald 
Mid-Week Magazine (1931), and Woman’s World (1934) served as key outlets 
for English-language fiction, journalism, and commentary, and also 
nurtured a generation of Filipino writers trained under the American 
educational system.15 They also became influential venues where the 

11 Ibid., 15

12 Ibid.

13 Patricia May B. Jurilla, Tagalog Bestsellers of the Twentieth Century (Ateneo de Manila University  
Press, 2008), 37–39.

14 Jose Y. Dalisay Jr., “The Filipino Short Story in English: An Update for the 90’s.” In The Likhaan  
Anthology of Philippine Literature in English from 1900 to the Present, ed. Gemino H. Abad (University  
of the Philippines Press, 1998), 141.

15 Jurilla, Tagalog Bestsellers, 38.
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country’s new literary voices—writing in English—experimented with 
style and form, and where national identity was reimagined through the 
lens of colonial modernity. The development of such magazines must 
be seen as an extension of the American colonial project of education 
and cultural reorientation. The English-language education system, 
institutionalized through public schools and normal training colleges, 
produced a generation of Filipinos who were not only literate in English 
but also shaped by Western literary and cultural values.16 These English-
speaking Filipinos became both the writers and readers of the country’s 
early modern magazines. The periodicals became venues where this 
new class could express its cosmopolitan aspirations, its fascination 
with modernity, and its identification with the ideals of progress and 
civility associated with American culture.17 It was in these magazines 
that Joaquin published his stories and poems. His first published work 
appears to be the story “Shooting Stars,” published in the Graphic in 
1934. After a brief pause in 1935, Joaquin resumed publishing in 1936 
with the poem “To a Locker and a Lost Pack of Camels” in the Sunday 
Tribune Magazine. The following years, from 1937 to 1939, were his most 
productive prewar period. Apart from the Sunday Tribune Magazine, he 
also appeared in the Commonwealth Advocate and the Herald Mid-week 
Magazine. Among his works from this time were the poems “Six P.M.,” 
“The Innocence of Solomon,” “Santo Domingo,” “Now Sound the Flutes,” 
and “Life and Letters,” many of which were later collected in his Prose 
and Poems (1952) and Collected Verse (1988). His fiction during this period 
included the acclaimed “Three Generations,” published in 1939, exploring 
generational conflict, and “After the Picnic.” His work during this period 
reflected the established presence of English in Philippine literary culture, 
as he wrote primarily for English-speaking readers of metropolitan 

16 Ibid, 36.

17 Ibid, 38.
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magazines. By the eve of World War II, Joaquin was already known as 
one of the most promising writers in English, that Villa in his annual 
selections of best works in Philippine literature would “point him out as 
the only Filipino writer who innately knows and writes poetry, and who 
also, in my belief, is potentially the most important creative writer in the 
Philippines.”18 Not only does Villa regard Joaquin as a poet “endowed 
with real Imagination, that Imagination that Blake and Coleridge speak 
of—the imagination of power and depth and great metaphysical seeing, 
and which knows how to express itself in great language,”19 but he also 
praises Joaquin’s “Three Generations” as one of the “true masterpieces 
of the Philippine short story.”20  
	 This early recognition, however, would soon be tested by the 
radically altered cultural landscape brought about by World War II. During 
the Japanese Occupation, censorship and propaganda became defining 
features of cultural and intellectual life in the Philippines. Nearly all 
publications were brought under the supervision of the Japanese Military 
Administration, and the press became a vehicle for ideological control. 
The Tribune, once a reputable daily, exemplifies this transformation. 
Before the war, it described itself as an “independent Filipino daily” and 
“attempted to show both sides whenever practical.”21 Under Japanese rule, 
however, it “became a propaganda mouthpiece for the Japanese, and as 
such became the brunt of jokes and insults from its readers.”22 Ricardo 
Jose observes that, despite the apparent continuity of certain features and 

18 Jose Garcia Villa, “The Best Filipino Poems of 1939–1940,” in The Critical Villa: Essays in Literary 
Criticism by Jose Garcia Villa, ed. Jonathan Chua (Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2002), 228–29.

19 Ibid., 229.

20 Ibid.

21 Ricardo Trota Jose, “The Tribune During the Japanese Occupation,” Philippine Studies 38,  
     no. 1 (1990): 45.

22 Ibid.
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columns, the Tribune’s content was fundamentally shaped by censorship: 
“It was the news and editorial comment that set the tone of the paper. 
Since much of this was propaganda and Japanese-style newspaper writing, 
it created an unsavory reputation among readers.”23 As he notes, the daily 
press became a mechanism for normalizing collaboration—“local news 
in 1942 played up collaboration and collaborators”—and for actively 
reshaping public perception.24 
	 This control was enforced from the moment Manila fell. Motoe 
Terami-Wada writes that “as soon as Manila was occupied, all publishing 
firms, except for a few prewar newspapers, were ordered by the Japanese 
military authorities to stop printing.”25 The authorities also arrested press 
personnel who were considered enemy nationals, mostly Americans, 
including A. V. H. Hartendorp (Philippine Magazine), R. McCullough 
Dick (Philippines Free Press), D. J. Boguslav (Manila Tribune), and Bessie 
Hackett and R. C. Bennett of the Manila Daily Bulletin.26 Doreen Fernandez 
further underscores the severity of these restrictions. In “The Philippine 
Press,” she writes that censorship under the Japanese was so stringent 
that “anyone wishing to publish a paper had first to secure a permit from 
the military, had to submit to military censorship, was severely punished 
for any violations of the above and was under complete control.”27

23 Ricardo Trota Jose, “The Tribune as a Tool of Japanese Propaganda (1942–45),” Philippine Studies 38,  
no. 2 (1990): 139.

24 Ibid., 140.

25 Motoe Terami-Wada, “The Japanese Propaganda Corps in the Philippines,” Philippine Studies 38,  
no. 3 (1990): 291.

26 Ibid.

27 Doreen G. Fernandez, “The Philippine Press System: 1811–1989,” Philippine Studies 37,  
no. 3 (1989): 327–28.
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	 As American air raids began, the same papers framed the United 
States as “the enemy who threatened Philippine independence and who 
insisted on bringing the war to a ‘peaceful’ Philippines.”28 Reports were 
“distorted,” filled with “crowds in parades [that] were always happy and 
appeared by the thousands,” and exaggerated claims such as “eighteen 
million Filipinos paying homage to the Emperor” on his birthday in 
1943.29 Jose explains that such distortion followed from a systematic 
plan of conquest that was “three-fold: political, economic, and cultural 
control.”30 In February 1942, “Military Order Number 2” outlined this 
program, promoting “the propagation of Filipino culture (to develop 
the Asian spirit in the Filipino), the spread of the Greater East Asia 
Co-Prosperity Sphere concept, the introduction of Japanese culture and 
language, the diffusion of vocational and elementary education, and 
the promotion of love of labor.”31 Information control was essential to 
this plan: “the Japanese Military Administration on 7 February issued a 
proclamation requiring all publications to secure a permit before they 
could publish. Censorship was mandatory, and anyone who violated the 
rules would ‘be punished in accordance with the Military Laws.’”32 
	 By 1943, propaganda intensified, emphasizing “the inevitability 
of a Japanese victory” and the need to destroy “lingering American 
concepts.”33 The public was to be indoctrinated about “the ‘true’ situation,” 

28 Jose, “The Tribune as a Tool,” 141.

29 Ibid.

30 Jose, “The Tribune During the Japanese Occupation,” 51.

31 Ibid.

32 Ibid.

33 Propaganda plan, quoted in Jose, “The Tribune During the Japanese Occupation,” 53.
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and propaganda officers were instructed to “make every effort to build 
up a sense of confidence in the Japanese Army among the people” and 
“strengthen the people’s determination to win the war.”34 The spread of 
the Japanese language was incorporated into this ideological project.35  

Anti-Americanism was deliberately cultivated: propaganda was to be 
“strengthened by bringing to light ‘the tyrannical acts of the United States 
at the time of the Philippine-American war . . . . All possible means will 
be used to build up anti-American feeling.’”36 The press thus served to 
promote Japan as “the leader of Asia,” to “emphasize Japanese culture,” 
to “turn back to traditional Philippine culture,” and to “portray the evils 
of Western and especially American culture.”37 Yet, as Jose notes, this 
project failed to reckon with “the true Filipino culture and experience,”38  

revealing the limits of propaganda even amid pervasive control. 
	 It was within this tightly censored and overtly propagandistic 
media environment that Joaquin’s “La Naval de Manila” first circulated. 
An earlier version of the essay had appeared in 1942 in the Tribune.39 As 
discussed above, the Tribune was one of the most widely read English-
language dailies. It had resumed operations under the strict supervision of 
Mr. Isogai.40 As Rafaelita Soriano observes, the paper’s broad circulation 

34 Ibid.

35 Ibid.

36 Watari Group Propaganda Plans for January 1944, quoted in Jose, “The Tribune During the Japanese  
Occupation,” 54.

37 Jose, “The Tribune During the Japanese Occupation,” 54.

38 Ibid.

39 The essay was published as “A Virgin of Naval Victories” on October 11,1942. 

40 Rafaelita Vasquez Hilario Soriano, “Japanese Occupation of the Philippines, with Special Reference  
to Japanese Propaganda 1941–1945” (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 1948), 145.
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amplified its influence, though this reach was inseparable from the 
wartime propaganda it was compelled to disseminate—news that “almost 
invariably carried glowing reports of Japanese victories [and] enormous 
losses inflicted on the enemy.”41 John Lent likewise characterizes the press 
landscape as one in which the Manila Tribune, Taliba, and La Vanguardia 
operated under the direct censorship of the Army’s Propaganda Corps, 
while any other prospective publishers faced stringent requirements: 
they had to obtain a military permit, submit all materials to military 
censors, and risk severe punishment for any violations.42   
	 In 1943, after the Japanese-sponsored “independence” of the 
Philippines, publication in English was once again permitted, allowing 
the Philippine Review to resume circulation. The journal became one of 
Joaquin’s key venues, carrying works such as “The Woman Who Felt like 
Lazarus,” “It Was Later Than We Thought,” and, significantly, his essay 
“La Naval de Manila.” In this 1943 piece, Joaquin revisits the historical, 
religious, and cultural resonance of the 1646 naval victories, foregrounding 
the miraculous intervention attributed to the Virgin of the Rosary.
	 “La Naval” begins by drawing parallels to the Battle of Lepanto 
in 1571, where the Christian forces’ victory was seen as divinely aided 
through the intercession of the Virgin Mary—an idea that permeated 
subsequent Catholic naval traditions: “the Christian soldiery at Lepanto 
believed that the Queen of Heaven herself had participated in the battle, 
that she had appeared in the midst of the fighting with a rosary in hand 
and a sword in the other.”43 This belief resurfaces in Manila during the 
battles against Dutch forces, where two Spanish galleons triumphed over 

41 Ibid., 149.

42 John A. Lent, “The Press of the Philippines: Its History and Problems,” Journalism Quarterly 43,  
no. 4 (1966): 749.

43 Nick Joaquin, “La Naval de Manila,” Philippine Review, October 1943, 42.
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a superior fleet in five separate engagements. The victorious soldiers 
credited their success to the Virgin, vowing to honor her with a feast 
and barefoot processions to her shrine: “the commanding-general . . . 
did make a vow to the Virgin of the Rosary, promising her a feast of 
thanksgiving should the victory fall [to their] side, and with every man 
in the armada to come on bare feet and offer thanks at her shrine in 
Manila.”44 
	 Joaquin also explores the image of the Virgin of the Rosary, 
sculpted in Manila in 1612 by a Chinese catechumen and a Spanish officer. 
He describes its blend of Gothic and modern influences, symbolizing 
both the maternal and regal aspects of Mary, which resonated deeply 
with Manila’s faithful: “The posture is as stiff and conventional as any 
feudal Virgin’s . . . but the face is individualized, is warmly human, and 
was surely chiseled by the Chinese catechumen.”45 The Naval de Manila 
feast, established to commemorate the victories, became central to the 
city’s identity, blending religious fervor with cultural festivities that made 
October “the month most truly special to Manila, the month when in 
full typhoon season, the City broke out into the biggest celebrations.”46  

	 In the final section, Joaquin reflects on the broader implications 
of these traditions, urging Filipinos to reassess their Spanish colonial 
heritage. He argues that “Spain did give birth to us—as a nation, as an 
historical people,” emphasizing that Filipino identity was shaped by 
its colonial past and that bitterness towards it only inhibits national 
growth.47 

44 Ibid., 43.

45 Ibid., 45.

46 Ibid.

47 Ibid., 46.
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THE CONTRARIAN

Mojares notes that after the publication of “La Naval de Manila,” the essay 
drew a critical response from Federico Mangahas, a leading intellectual 
of the prewar period, who, in his piece titled “Usable Past,” writes in 
reaction to Joaquin:
	 Evidently to our pious poet, who has analyzed the situation, 

our life before Magellan was a simple matter of “pre-Spanish 
drift of totem-and-taboo tribes” . . . of “primeval carry-
overs,” of “passive vegetation as against the pain and effort 
of responsible and personal existence.” This is quite an elegant 
if elaborate form of the mystical slave complex that has to find 
complete emotional fulfillment around a few naval victories 
for incipient, inept imperialism and the faith. Anthropology 
and history can be put to more intelligent uses.48 

	 Such reaction is understandable as Joaquin’s essay was an 
undeniably provocative one as it challenged the prevailing norms of 
the early 1940s. First, Joaquin reconsidered Spain’s colonial legacy not as 
an “unlamented relic of the past, condemned in the image of a ‘dark age 
of medievalism,’ dominated by rapacious and intolerant friars—a ‘black 
legend’ promoted by an America-inspired historiography that established 
‘a binary opposition between a liberal and modern US, on one hand, and 
a medieval and decrepit Spain, on the other.’”49 Second, it may be read 
as “a protest against the effects of sajonismo, the ‘Anglo-Saxonization’ 
of the Filipino, a complaint raised by other Filipino intellectuals in 
the early twentieth century and one that gained ground during the 
Japanese occupation when ‘Orientalization,’ the return to the Filipino’s 

48 Federico Mangahas, “Our ‘Usable Past,” Philippine Review, December 1943, 48.

49 Mojares, “Discourses,” 7.
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‘Malayan roots,’ was the cultural mantra of the occupation government.”50  

Taking these points into account, Mojares emphasizes that the essay was 
“politically incorrect twice over.”51  
	 Mojares’s first point is worth considering further in establishing 
Joaquin as contrarian. It is important to recognize the cultural bias 
against Spain and its enduring influence on the Philippines—a bias 
that “La Naval” inadvertently interrogates. As Lourdes Busuego Pablo 
explains in her essay “The Spanish Tradition in Joaquin,” this prejudice 
originated from the nationalist movement’s anti-colonial struggle and 
was subsequently reinforced during the American period (1898–1935). 
“One of the causes, therefore, of the eclipse of the Spanish Catholic 
tradition,” Pablo writes, “is this prejudice against the Spanish colonial 
system (and by implication against the Church), which was generated by 
the national movement and the revolution, and which is still very much 
alive.”52 The revolutionary generation’s anti-clericalism, influenced by 
European liberal and Masonic ideals, regarded the Church as an obstacle 
to progress and independence: “The Catholic Church, moreover, being 
logically associated always with the Spaniards who brought Catholicism 
into the country, was only too soon branded ‘reactionary,’ and accused of 
being opposed to the liberal aspirations of a freedom-loving people.”53   
This ideological framing not only cast the Spanish past as an era of 
oppression but also legitimized its repudiation in favor of a secular, 
modernizing nationalism.

50 Ibid., 5.

51 Ibid.

52 Lourdes Busuego Pablo, “The Spanish Tradition in Nick Joaquin,” in Philippine Fiction: Essays from 
Philippine Studies 1953–1972, ed. Joseph A. Galdon (Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1972), 62.

53 Ibid., 63.
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	 The Americans, upon their arrival in 1898, would amplify this 
bias by reproducing what Pablo calls the “black legend” of Spanish 
cruelty—an image long propagated in Anglo-American literature.54  
Their colonial discourse portrayed Spanish influence as decadent and 
regressive, positioning the United States as the enlightened liberator and 
bearer of modern civilization. As Pablo further observes, “the immediate 
tangible appeal and prestige of American culture . . . tends to overshadow 
our Spanish heritage.”55 The cumulative effect was a cultural imbalance: 
the Spanish Catholic tradition, which had provided the archipelago 
with its most cohesive moral and aesthetic framework, was eclipsed 
by the allure of American modernity. Pablo thus warns that “we must 
not turn our backs on our Catholic Spanish heritage,” for this rupture 
has left Filipino writers “without a solid, true, and integral cultural and 
traditional background to nurture” their art.56 
	 Indeed, the deeper provocation of “La Naval de Manila” lies not in 
its praise of Spain but in its assertion that Filipinoness is not an essence 
recovered from the precolonial past but a synthesis forged in contact, 
conversion, and transformation. It rejects both the nationalist nostalgia for 
a “pure” Malay identity and the colonial fiction of Western tutelage. It is 
within this historical and ideological context that Joaquin’s “La Naval de 
Manila” performs what Mojares calls a “contrarian” intervention. Rather 
than uncritically echoing the prevailing nationalist suspicion toward 
the Hispanic past, Joaquin reclaims the Spanish Catholic legacy as an 
indispensable part of Filipino identity. As Pablo insightfully remarks, 
Joaquin “has stressed the virtue of that particular segment of the historic 
past, the Catholic Spanish era, in order to restore the cultural balance 

54 Ibid.

55 Ibid., 65. 

56 Ibid., 66.
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upset by the current trend of emphasizing ‘American Civilization.’”57  
“La Naval de Manila” thus resists the reduction of history into a narrative of 
rupture and replacement. It insists on continuity—on the idea that Filipino 
identity was not dependent on American formulations of modernity but 
has been formed through practices embedded in the Catholic tradition 
learned during the Spanish colonial period. By recuperating the meaning 
of La Naval as a national, rather than purely religious, event, Joaquin 
positions himself against both the liberal-nationalist and the American 
modernizing biases that had long dismissed the Spanish imprint as 
anachronistic or oppressive, which is still true to Mojares’s reading of the 
essay’s value and impact. In this sense, Joaquin’s essay becomes an early 
instance of the critical stance Mojares later associates with his “devil’s 
advocate” persona: an intellectual who “interrogates ideas dominant or 
fashionable,” confronting entrenched cultural prejudices through a re-
examination of the past.
	 The second point is where Joaquin’s contrarian posture becomes 
more difficult to pin down. On one hand, his minimization of America’s 
role clearly resonated with Japanese cultural policy. In 1942, for example, 
Jorge Vargas received direct orders from the Commander-in-Chief of the 
Imperial Japanese Forces to reorganize the country’s educational system, 
with an explicit mandate to “strive for the diffusion of the Japanese 
language in the Philippines, and to terminate the use of English in due 
course.”58 This context has long supported the assumption that, under 
the Occupation, only Tagalog publications like Liwayway were allowed to 
operate and that “there was no Philippine writing in English.”59 Yet the 

57 Ibid., 73.

58 “Orders of the Commander-in-Chief,” Official Gazette, February 1942, 29.

59 Cristina Pantoja Hidalgo, “The Philippine Short Story in English: An Overview,” World Englishes 23,  
no. 1 (2004): 159.
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periodicals for which Joaquin wrote were, in fact, published in English. 
This fact unsettles the dominant narrative and exposes a contradiction: 
while Japanese authorities publicly sought to eradicate English, they 
simultaneously tolerated (and in certain cases utilized) English-language 
outlets. Joaquin’s work circulated precisely within this uneasy gap between 
policy and practice, making his contrarian stance less a simple act of 
resistance or accommodation than of a negotiation of a cultural space 
the Occupation regime itself could not fully control.
	 At this juncture, there seems to be an anachronistic designation 
in Mojares’s use of the term “devil’s advocate” in relation to “La Naval 
de Manila.” The title “devil’s advocate” was one Joaquin later gave to 
himself, most notably in his collection Discourses of the Devil’s Advocate 
and Other Controversies (1983), which, as Mojares himself notes, consisted 
of essays “interrogating ideas dominant or fashionable.”60 In other words, 
this self-ascribed title belongs to a much later period in Joaquin’s career, 
reflecting his mature posture as cultural contrarian and provocateur 
within the postcolonial debates of the 1970s and 1980s. It is therefore 
problematic to retroactively apply this title to Joaquin’s essay in the 1940s. 
Yet Mojares himself deploys this anachronistic label, as the following 
passage makes clear:
	 We have said that in the “Naval de Manila” (1943), his 

first historical article, Nick was already playing the devil’s 
advocate, delivering an apologia for Spain at a time when 
this was not popular. When Nick was growing up, Spain 
had become an unlamented relic of the past, condemned 
in the image of a “dark age of medievalism” dominated by 
rapacious and intolerant friars, a “black legend” promoted 
by an American-inspired historiography that established a 

60 Mojares, “Discourses,” 7.
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binary opposition between a liberal and modern US, on one 
hand, and a medieval and decrepit Spain, on the other.’61 

	 Mojares’s reading is insightful in linking Joaquin’s revisionist 
sympathy for Spain to Joaquin’s broader intellectual resistance against 
dominant colonial paradigms. However, to call Joaquin as a devil’s 
advocate imposes a later self-characterization upon an earlier phase 
of Joaquin’s thought. It assumes a consistency of persona across time, 
overlooking the contingencies of wartime discourse and the ideological 
function of writing under Japanese censorship and propaganda. 

CONCLUSION

In 1943, Joaquin’s “La Naval” was not merely a historical reflection; it 
was a text published in English during an occupation that sought to 
discredit American influence while rehabilitating the image of other Asian 
identities that could challenge the West, specifically the predominance of 
American values. Indeed, while I agree with Mojares that “appreciating 
Joaquin’s importance as a historian requires that we inquire into the 
discursive contexts of his writings,”62 looking at the publication context 
of “La Naval de Manila” is as important.
	 In his 2014 lecture on Joaquin as a devil’s advocate, Mojares 
notes that Joaquin wrote for a general audience and avoided scholarly 
apparatus such as footnotes. This stylistic choice may be construed as 
hardly accidental. In the context of “La Naval de Manila,” the readership 
of the Philippine Review in 1943 was far from a neutral public; it was 
shaped by the cultural pressures and propagandistic imperatives of 
wartime Manila. In this context, the essay’s appearance in English— 

61 Ibid.

62 Ibid.
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a language bound to the recently displaced American colonizer—signals 
that Joaquin’s rhetorical position was more complicated than a simple 
exercise in contrarianism. Writing in English meant addressing the very 
segment of the population educated under the American system, a class 
whose loyalties the Japanese actively sought to redirect. Joaquin’s language 
choice therefore was not merely an ironic posture of cosmopolitan 
coloniality; it functioned as a deliberate means of speaking to—and 
subtly intervening in—the ideological recalibration of this English-
speaking elite.
	 Through his ornate, reverential prose, Joaquin appealed to the 
aesthetic sensibilities cultivated under American tutelage while gently 
rerouting the reader toward an older cultural lineage: the Catholic, 
baroque imagination inherited from Spain. The essay thus operated as 
a rhetorical hinge—linguistically familiar yet ideologically dissonant; 
modern in its medium yet anchored in a pre-modern ethos. Seen this 
way, the work does not simply showcase Joaquin “playing the devil’s 
advocate” in some transhistorical manner. Instead, it reveals a writer 
negotiating the layered demands of occupation, propaganda, and cultural 
realignment. What emerges is less a timeless contrarian persona than 
a historically situated mediator navigating the competing empires of 
influence that sought to define Filipino identity in 1943.
	 The reexamination of “La Naval de Manila” then within its 
wartime context reveals that Joaquin’s early historical imagination must be 
understood less as an act of rebellion and more as a product of negotiation.  
An earlier version of the essay, first published in the Tribune Magazine 
under Japanese censorship, met the cultural and ideological standards 
of the Occupation regime: it promoted Filipino cultural pride, revived 
pre-American historical memory, and offered a spiritually charged vision 
of national destiny. These were precisely the themes encouraged by the 
Japanese campaign for “Asia for the Asians,” which sought to detach 
Filipino identity from American influence by invoking indigenous and 
traditional sources of cultural legitimacy. 
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	 Interestingly, what makes “La Naval de Manila” appear contrarian 
to later readers is its overt celebration of the Spanish Catholic past—a 
stance seemingly out of step with nationalist narratives that regarded 
Spanish rule as the nation’s original subjugation. Yet, in the political 
and ideological conditions of 1943, Joaquin’s emphasis on Hispanic and 
Catholic heritage was not necessarily subversive. Rather, it was consonant 
with the Occupation’s cultural project of re-rooting Filipino civilization 
in non-American, pre-modern traditions. As Mojares argues, Joaquin’s 
essay did not call for a return to a mythicized “ancient heritage.”63  
Instead, it proposed the recovery of the Spanish colonial past, a past that 
both the American and Japanese regimes had sought to marginalize or 
erase. Mojares adds that “at the time when there was a chorus of support 
for the Greater East Co-Prosperity Sphere among intellectuals (at least, 
those who stayed in the cities), Nick was an agnostic who wrote in his 
own voice.”64  Joaquin thus appears as an intellectual outlier, skeptical of 
the ideological fashions of his time and unwilling to align himself with 
dominant political narratives—whether American or Japanese. Yet this 
image of pure contrarian independence is complicated by the material 
realities of wartime publishing: the very fact that he published the essay 
in a magazine operating under Japanese control and censorship suggests 
that Joaquin’s options were far more constrained than this portrait allows, 
and that his supposed refusal to align with prevailing political currents 
may not have been entirely a matter of choice.
	 In this light, “La Naval de Manila” can be read as a complex 
instance of ideological mediation. It navigates multiple audiences and 
overlapping empires—the Spanish past it venerates, the American 
period whose language it uses, and the Japanese present that enabled 

63 Ibid., 5.

64 Ibid., 7.
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its publication. Its power lies not in open resistance but in its capacity 
to operate within propaganda frameworks while maintaining aesthetic 
integrity. Understanding “La Naval de Manila” against the backdrop 
of wartime censorship and propaganda also clarifies the limits and 
possibilities of cultural production under occupation. The Japanese 
propaganda machine, as Jose details, relied on the systematic control 
of information and the reorientation of Filipino consciousness toward 
an Asian identity opposed to Western influence. Within this system, 
works like Joaquin’s could be valued precisely because they advanced 
a rhetoric of faith, continuity, and cultural rootedness that seemed to 
affirm Japan’s ideological goals. The fact that “La Naval” could circulate 
in such a restrictive environment attests not to Joaquin’s defiance but 
to his adaptability—a writer’s instinct for articulating beauty and belief 
within the confines of ideological control. It demonstrates how literature 
under occupation could be both aesthetically ambitious and ideologically 
permissible, how a writer could articulate cultural memory within the 
structures of propaganda without overt defiance.
	 Reassessing “La Naval de Manila” through its publication context, 
linguistic strategy, and ideological function ultimately restores its 
historical specificity. It was not a lone act of contrarian brilliance but a 
wartime artifact shaped by propaganda, censorship, and the lingering 
power of colonial language. Its resonance lay in its ability to speak 
convincingly to an English-speaking, American-influenced audience while 
fulfilling the Occupation’s demand for cultural reorientation. Far from 
being a “devil’s advocate,” Joaquin was, at this stage, a writer finding his 
voice within constraint—a young Catholic humanist articulating faith 
as national metaphor in a world that demanded ideological compliance.
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