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Visual Culture in the Philippines
Veronica L. Gregorio, ed.
Springer Nature, 2025. 215 pages.

isual Culture in the Philippines is an edited volume of original and
Vrepublished essays covering a wide range of subjects under Philippine
studies, from community memories and practices, politics and counter-
narratives, and gender studies. Despite this breadth of topics, what unites
these essays is a focus on visual materials, practices, and analyses, framed
by what editor Veronica Gregorio proposes as the Critical Titig-Kinig
Framework (Critical Gazing-Listening Framework). This collection of
essays highlights contemporary Philippine visual culture while also
demonstrating how the Critical Titig-Kinig Framework allows for a
decolonial approach in understanding visual data.

The chapters approach Philippine visual culture from a wide
range of disciplines, such as sociology, anthropology, geography, memory
studies, gender studies, and political science. Through the Critical Titig-
Kinig Framework, Gregorio shows how visual cultures can be approached
in a way that acknowledges the “dynamic interplay between visual
perception and the spoken, cultural expressions of lived experiences”
(3), thus avoiding the notion of images and visual media as neutral and
objective sources of data. The two sides of the framework, titig (gazing)
and kinig (listening), emphasize a complementary process of approaching
visual data, arguing that beyond merely seeing an image, we must also
learn to listen to the “subtleties and silences within images” (4). This
is best exemplified within the volume’s individual chapters, which are
grouped into three sections: Retrieving Memories and Practices, Politics
and Control of Visions, and Gender Relations and Sexuality.
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RETRIEVING MEMORIES AND PRACTICES

Maria Carmen Fernandez and Tirmizy Abdullah’s “Collaborative Mapping
and Post-Crisis Memory Work in Marawi’s Padian Market District” is
the first chapter in the section on Retrieving Memories and Practices.
Using a novel combination of methods ranging from georeferenced
narrative interviews, cognitive maps, and in-depth conversations with
residents, former market vendors, and officials of the city of Marawi,
which was besieged in 2017, this chapter attempts to reconstruct the
Padian Market district and highlight the tensions that emerge between
Marawi’s internally displaced persons (IDPs) and the state’s reconstruction
policies, such as lack of community names for streets and places not
appearing in official government maps (28). Fernandez and Abdullah
provide a well-detailed account of their methodology, which serves as
a guide for those interested in adopting a similar model for studies on
mapping community memories.

Clarence M. Batan and Vincent Reuben Valientes’s “Katekistang-
Larawan (Catechetical Portrait): A Social Glimpse of Filipino Catholicism’s
Formation Practices in Catechetical Ministry” furthers the theme of
community memories and practices by using selected archival photo-
elicited images to document Catechetical Ministry (CM) practices in
the Philippine Catholic Church. By providing smartphones to research
partners within CMs, Batan and Valientes were able to document CM
activities, structures, and teaching aids. Through this engaged approach
of gathering visual data, Batan and Valientes provide rich, detailed data
on the Catholic Church in the Philippines, previously undocumented in
such visual detail. These images show that despite CMs being formed in
different areas in the Philippines, there is still much unity and solidarity
in their practices and structures (58). Despite some of reproductions of the
visuals being too small owing to the page size (59, 61), the images shown
nevertheless provide an invaluable view of modern Filipino Catholicism.
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POLITICS AND CONTROL OF VISIONS

Adrienne Cacatian’s “The Buff Against the Wall: Layers of Symbolic
Violence of Marikina City Buff” begins the section on Politics and
Control of Visions and is well-placed to introduce the reader into this
new section. Cacatian focuses on a graffiti response strategy known as
buff, which refers to the use of paint and other chemicals to erase, remove,
or cover graffiti by governments, private companies, or property owners.
Cacatian’s use of walking ethnography grounds her discussion of street
graffiti, and her detailed photographic documentation lends a strong
material, almost forensic analysis of buff, which she uses to foreground
her discussion of how hegemonic visuals and aesthetics are expressed
in these buff graphics (80). Her work shows that graffiti and buff also go
beyond aesthetics and can also carry political meaning, showing how
buffs are branded based on incumbent mayors in Marikina (90).

John Lee Candelaria’s “Visualizing War and Peace Through World
War II Memorials and Monuments in the Philippines” examines the
Pacific War Memorial and the Shrine of Valor, two World War II memorial
monuments in the Philippines. Using visual semiotics and iconography,
Candelaria highlights the critical importance of contexts when viewing
visual data, as “meaning is generated through the author, the reader,
and the text itself” (105). The Pacific War Memorial was commissioned
by the United States, while the Shrine of Valor was commissioned by
then-dictator Ferdinand Marcos Sr. Candelaria notes how the latter thus
shows more elements that emphasize Marcos’s nationalistic agenda
and his personal contributions to the war effort (108), while the former
is more focused on its message of unity, although both memorials also
render their Japanese adversaries invisible (117).

Lysa Minette Marquez and Marky Justin Torres’s “Authentic,
Approachable, and Average: A Digital Visual Ethnography of Pro-
Marcos TikTok Content” concludes the second section of the volume.
This chapter makes use of an experimental framework for qualitative
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visual content analysis of visual and audio conventions of videos on the
social media platform TikTok that specifically feature the Marcos family
in the run-up to the 2022 Philippine presidential elections. Marquez
and Torres argue that while quantitative methods have been crucial in
providing descriptive demographics and behavioral patterns, “qualitative
visual studies can give language to non-verbal human behavior” (125), an
insight that extends to the entire edited volume. The three chapters in
this section deal with very different forms of visual data, yet all have well-
detailed methodologies that can serve as guides for scholars intending
to make similar studies that focus on both concrete visual material, such
as graffiti and war memorials, and abstract audiovisual content, such as
TikTok videos.

GENDER RELATIONS AND SEXUALITY

In “#InstaMoms: Filipina Influencers on Idealized Contemporary
Motherhood,” Veronica Gregorio and Cleve Arguelles begin the section
on Gender Relations and Sexuality by arguing for an emerging form of
Filipina motherhood as depicted online through the label #InstaMoms
by Filipina influencers in the motherhood space. Through netnography,
Gregorio and Arguelles document the various activities and content that
are shared online by #InstaMoms on platforms such as Instagram. They
argue that while #InstaMoms are consciously creating content which
challenges traditional notions of motherhood—the “traditional, transient,
and transnational” (162), they also unconsciously reinforce certain notions
of “idealized contemporary motherhood” (166). This chapter highlights
the importance of social media in shaping contemporary society, in
particular notions and expectations of gender roles like motherhood.
Similarly, Michael Pastor’s “Visual Dimension of Male Sex Work
in the Philippines” makes use of ethnographic and visual data of Filipino
macho dancers to interrogate the performance of masculinity in the
sex work context. Pastor’s chapter addresses the gap in ethnographic
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information on male sex work and shows how macho dancers “perform,
utilize, and understand masculinity that deviates from stereotypical
images presented by Philippine popular culture” (205). Macho dancers
are careful not to be perceived as feminine or homosexual, and Pastor
argues that this masculine model of the macho dance is both “resistance
to feminization” and means to “reclaim masculinity in the traditional
sense (e.g., being in control)” (198). As this section touches on themes
of gender and sex work, it is important to recognize that both chapters
include significant discussions on the ethics of using images in research,
something that was not covered in the previous chapters.

Gregorio and Arguelles discuss the ethical concerns of making
use of publicly available images and videos of women and children in
their research, while Pastor discusses the use of images from social media
pages of now-defunct gay bars.

GREGORIO’S CRITICAL TITIG-KINIG FRAMEWORK

As an edited volume that places a heavy emphasis on visual culture,
the book contains a significant number of images that not only act as
complements to text but are central to the discussion of each chapter.
From community maps of Marawi, detailed close-ups of buffed graffiti,
stills of social media posts or pro-Marcos and #InstaMoms influencers,
and photographs of catechetical practices and male sex workers, Visual
Culture in the Philippines is rich in visual data on contemporary Philippine
culture. From an anthropological perspective, the volume provides a
detailed contemporary snapshot of Philippine culture, with all chapters
dealing in some form of ethnographic or grounded data within the last
decade. Gregorio’s Critical Titig-Kinig Framework bookends the volume,
reframing all the chapters once again and reestablishing the merits of a
decolonial approach in understanding visual culture. By asking “how can
we study the intimate dynamics of Filipino life, including its celebrations,
struggles, and daily interactions, without compromising ethical standards
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or dehumanizing them?,” the volume opens up further debates on the
strengths and challenges of using visual culture to study contemporary
cultures, not just within the Philippines but also in other contexts.
Visual Culture in the Philippines is a well-curated volume not just
for those interested specifically in Philippine studies but also for those
with a more general interest in visual studies and decolonial perspectives.

JOSEF ADRIEL O. DE GUZMAN
deguzmanjad@gmail.com
deguzmanjad@link.cuhk.edu.hk
Chinese University of Hong Kong
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