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Abstract 

The pursuit of decolonization is a first act in the manifold acts of 

real, because substantive, liberation of a colonized country like 

the Philippines. The reason is clear: every colonizer not only 

colonizes a country but invades and occupies the mind of the 

people of that country, puts a claim to their bodies, and 

replaces their language and cultural practices with his own to 

complete his violent act of “discovering” the Other. Even with 

independence granted to a colonized people, the intellectual 

residues in a colonized consciousness that has coopted with the 

colonizer if only to survive continue to haunt, the ghost of the 

exiled communal healer like the Ilokano baglan and similar other 

indigenous healers remaining a perennial spectral presence in 

the health life of a people. Unquestioned decolonization is not 

sufficient. There is a need to unpack its inherent contradictions 

to account for the “empire from within,” the hegemonic center,  
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and the “internal colonizer.” In the surfacing of the baglan as a 

prototype of the androgynous healer, and thus, the androgynous 

tao, the person remains at the core of any act of decolonialization, 

or more so, post-decolonialization. Decolonialization that merely 

valorizes the language of the center of power and reduces those 

other languages of the country only results in peripheralization 

and erasure. A corrective paradigm, post-decolonialization, is 

thus a must. 

Keywords: androgyny, baglan, critical hermeneutics, health and 

healing, post-decolonialization 

 

 

The Problem and Its Context 

n the difficult history of reframing decolonization to recognize 

the contradictions within it, it is a must that we problematize 

several issues: (a) colonization by the outsider; (b) colonization 

by the insider; (c) decolonization following a hegemonic ideology 

framed by the triumphal view of the center of power; and (d) post-

decolonialization1 strategy that addresses (a), (b), and (c). In this essay, 

I deploy the baglan 2  phenomenon to understand the perils and 

 
1 The term post-decolonialization attempts to unpack the problem of decolonization 

or decolonialization. See A. S. Agcaoili, Pagsasao: Our Languages for our Children 
(Honolulu: MI Global Press, 2017). I have also argued for a “post-
decolonialization” paradigm in “Endogenous Colonialism and the ‘Post-
decolonialization’ Project: The Ethics of More Democracy in Languages, Cultures, 
and Histories,” keynote address, 2022 International Conferences on Cultures, 
Languages, and Histories,” Kalinga State University, Tabuk City, Philippines, 
November 24–25, 2022. 

2 The baglan is the indigenous healer of the Ilokano people. Hereinafter written 
as a regular word without italicization.    

I
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possibilities of arguing for a post-decolonialization paradigm to 

respond to the bigger issue of the human—or what is to be 

human—in the context of the textuality of the Ilokano baglan. In 

this attempt to problematize decolonialization itself, I use the baglan 

story to summon the fecund prospects of other similar stories 

within and outside the Philippines.  

The promise of decolonization needs to be critiqued when 

communities are marked by varying received heritages, the living 

traditions that are not premised upon a certain historical oneness as 

understood in the dictionary definition of what would constitute a nation 

either as “a country, especially when thought of as a large group of 

people living in one area with their own government, language, traditions, 

etc.”  or “a large group of people of the same race who share the same 

language, traditions, and history, but who might not all live in one area.”3  

The red flag—and at the same time an opening—in this 

definition as applied in the Philippines and many other countries 

similarly situated is the “sameness of language, traditions, and 

history,” the realities that are artifices in the official definition of the 

Philippines as a nation. The Philippines, bound as well by the 

principle of e pluribus unum—many but one—is a nation among 

nations, a nation with many languages, traditions, and histories. 

Failing to factor these rich realities on the ground would impoverish 

the country and its people and would render defective, deficient, and 

immoral its sense of the tao, the generic term for persons in their 

ungendered, un-sexualized, androgynous form. Only the accounting 

of difference and diversity would make sense. The recognition of 

multiplicity is virtue here as it frankly accounts for the reality on the 

ground: that of the androgynous tao and that of androgynous baglan.  

 
3 These two definitions, showing different levels of meaning, are both  from 

Cambridge Dictionary, s. v. “Nation,” https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/ 
english/nation. 
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I have argued that it is not enough that a colonized country and a 

colonized people need only to wipe out the vestiges of decolonization 

by an almost knee-jerk reaction of calculated and calculating erasure 

and by deploying, for instance, the dogma of “nation” and 

“nationalism.” Both concepts are metaphors, inherently tropes. In the 

attempt to offer an “imagined nation” and an “imagined nationalism” 

as remedies to the purging of a colonized collective experience, these 

concepts become a problem when we deal with a country (or a 

political “nation”) that is, in fact, made up of many nations when by 

nation we refer to the original understanding of it as made up of a 

people with the same language, culture, and history. The 2022 account 

of Ethnologue tells us of the problem: that there are 175 indigenous 

languages of the Philippines,4 and these languages, while related, do 

not share the same notion of what constitutes the tao, the world, life, 

and human experience. Post-decolonialization, thus, as a construct, 

intends to understand that in the attempt to “nationalize” a country’s 

collective experience, the deployment of what the center of power 

considers as “national” is disruptive as it is interruptive and leads to 

the withdrawal of the understanding of the baglan of the Ilokanos. 

Except for some lexicographically fossilized and demonized accounts 

of the baglan as one of the many expressions of the tao, the baglan has 

not been a part of Ilokano consciousness. This systemic exclusion 

and demonization thus requires that the baglan as an androgynous 

tao be reclaimed. 

An Argument 

This essay argues that the colonial and post-colonial fracturing of 

the Ilokano sense of self sees its inauguration in two fronts:           

 
4 Ethnologue, “Philippines,” https://www.ethnologue.com/country/PH. 
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(a) direct, the demonization of the baglan by the colonizer, and (b) 

indirect, the unexamined decolonialization methods and practices of 

the ruling intellectual elites of the country.  

The demonization of the baglan sealed the fate of those who 

understood that act of getting on with the healing of the fractured 

self. The ideological and practical tactics of exclusion, stigmatization, 

and threat completed the project of silencing the “native.” The 

baglan is a demon. The baglan is not a healer; he is a flunkey of the 

devil. Thus began the imposed sense of health and healing, and the 

inauguration of the medieval sense of science as understood by the 

prevailing knowledge of medieval Spain. Within what was thought 

to be a project in holistic healing of the fragmented self, the 

exclusionary tactics of the ruling elites—both the Spaniards and 

their native surrogates—reinforced the fragmentation. The baglan as 

a referent of the textual in resistance and persistence in making 

sense of the world continues to be a silent witness even as the moral 

duty to affirm life lived in full must be understood within the 

Ilokano sense of the tao and kinatao, the last one referring to the 

essence of being human, of humanity and humanness.  

Like many indigenous languages of the Philippines, the use of 

tao to refer to a person is common. Three of the bigger Philippine 

languages—Cebuano, Tagalog, and Ilokano—share the same 

lexicon to account for “man” 5  as understood from its original 

sense of a person without its slide to masculinization and 

gendering in the patriarchal, hierarchized sense. The fragmented 

Ilokano self, as in other fragmented selves of the colonized 

lowland Christianized groups of the country, exhibits what the 

 
5 One of the earlier meanings of “man” in Old English is its being an indefinite 

pronoun that meant “one, people, they.” It evolved into “the human race” or “mankind”. 
See Online Etymology Dictionary, s. v. “man(n.)”, https://www.etymonline.com/word/man.  

5
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Jesuit psychologist Fr. Jaime Bulatao called “split-level 

Christianity,”6 that inability of people to walk the talk in their own 

life. They know in their heart what is right but are incapable of 

bringing into fruition that goodness they know full well. There lies 

the split, the chasm, the gaping wound in the human soul.  

This split leads us to the question of gender as “social 

prescriptions about sex” in which “biological males learn to become 

masculine and biological females become feminine.”7 Gender is “not 

a strictly personal quality” but “a complex set of interrelated cultural 

ideas that stipulate the social meaning of sex.”8 Here is where the forces 

of the hegemonic come in, with the powerful social actors lording it 

over in defining who people are, how they are supposed to act, how 

they are to regard their bodies, minds, and thoughts according to the 

prescriptions of a life defined by biological binaries. The people need 

only to follow these prescriptions. The shape and form of the 

textuality of human life becomes predictable as it is imposed from 

authority, from the guardians of good manners, and from the moral 

police. But the textuality—the constitutive varying signs—of the 

human is also mediated by culture and its clothing, language. The fact 

that language does not exist in a vacuum but finds embodiment in 

time and space—in time as space and in space as time, in short, in 

spacetime—means that when language locates itself within a 

particular history and speech community, the categories of 

understanding change. The adjustments of such categories become 

necessary to account for what makes sense to people, to collectivities, 

and to the requisites of human communication.  

 
6 Jaime Bulatao, S.J., “Split-level Christianity,” Philippine Sociological Review 13, no. 

2 (April 1965): 119–121. https://www.jstor.org/stable/41853568. 
7  Julia T. Wood, Gendered Lives: Communication, Gender, and Culture (Belmont: 

Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1994), 22.  
8 Wood, Gendered Lives, 22.  

6

Budhi: A Journal of Ideas and Culture, Vol. 26 [2022], No. 2, Art. 5

https://archium.ateneo.edu/budhi/vol26/iss2/5



Budhi XXVI.2 (2022): 91–130.                                                             97  
 
 

 

Eurocentrism and Language Trouble:  

Data From the Field 

There are troubles in the deployment of the Western/Euro-

American languages when we talk about the experience of the 

Native peoples9 subjugated by these languages. Even when using the 

subjugator’s language, for instance, the meanings of words shift and 

the sociohistorical and the cultural have a lot to do in this 

phenomenon of shifting meanings. The case of the baglan as a 

demon, a sorcerer, or a witch, for instance, does not fit into the 

original meaning of the baglan in the Ilokano language even if some 

of them could be argued that these baglan have the power to inflict 

harm on others.  

The spiritual counts here even as we ought to be faithful to the 

obligation to be human. In the cosmology of Ilokano being-as-

becoming (or its reverse, becoming-as-being), two worlds co-exist: that 

world around and the world of the non-human entities co-existing 

with the humans. A trope of this second world is the spiritual where 

in that world, spirits both good and bad exist, like the kibaan, one 

that has the form of a human being and could perform other things 

like a human being would. There is also this generic term for all 

kinds of di-katataw-an (non-human entities) that live in places that 

are otherwise not frequented by people. Some of these entities are 

ancestral spirits, marmarna (those non-human entities that you bump 

into accidentally), that continue to mind the business of the living. 

Without intending to, people might hurt them, hence, the ailments 

when these marmarna fight back. There are warnings that one must 

say, recite, and repeat before doing anything that might hurt these 

 
9 The capitalization of their name, Native, is intentional; it is meant to 

acknowledge their cultural and collective identity, one that was and continues to be 
erased by colonialism and its aftereffects.  
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spirits such utterances as “Bari, bari!” (Go away, go away!) or its 

variation, “Dayo, dayo!” (Go far, go far!), but these might not work 

some of the time. 

These are the facts of life pertaining to the Ilokanos, which they 

either accept or dismiss until they are harmed. When this happens, 

the metaphor of dis-ease kicks in as the negation of ease in life. We know 

the cause: the violation of the peaceful co-existence of the Ilokano 

people and these di-katataw-an. When such a situation arises, the 

baglan is summoned. As healer of the community and its people, the 

baglan tends to the physical, spiritual, and communal health of those 

who go to them for help. The question is this: Is the baglan, who 

resides in the between of polarities, normal? There is not enough 

evidence from the field and from the documents that the baglan, or 

the “male baglan,” following the dichotomy, is the effeminized kind 

as can be seen, for instance, among the mahu of Hawaii10 or the 

babaylan of the Central Visayas in the Philippines. The Native 

Hawaiian people’s definition of their mahu, “a gender role in 

traditional Hawaiian society that refers to people who exhibit both 

feminine and masculine traits,”11 approximates the definition of the 

babaylan of the Visayas, but those of the Visayans lean more 

towards effeminized man, a description that does not appear in the 

Ilokano experience or is not the prime consideration of who would 

be the community’s healer. The mahu, demonized by the colonizers 

and the West, is understood by the Hawaiians as “someone in the 

middle” and “that’s all it means.”12 And that is all it means, this 

 
10 Jon Letman, “‘Mahu’ Demonstrate Hawaii’s Shifting Attitudes toward LGBT 

Life,” Aljazeera America, January 9, 2016, http://america.aljazeera.com/ 
articles/2016/1/9/mahu-hawaii-gender-LGBT-acceptance.html.  

11 Letman, “’Mahu’ Demonstrate.”  
12 These phrases are used as articulated by Hinaleimoana Wong-Kalu, a 

Hawaiian teacher (Letman, “‘Mahu’ Demonstrate”). 
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mahu, and no less. The mahu is in the middle, a middler, a 

mediator—one that intervenes. And the mahu heals.  

In an allegorical story about an unnamed crucified political 

activist, the fictionist Jaime M. Agpalo Jr. wrote about Osi (or 

Josephus) as having delivered his own son in an isolated hut on their 

way to a place of refuge. At that time Miriam, Osi’s spouse, was 

heavy with their child, and they were running away from their 

Ilokano persecutors, those members of the elite ruling class who 

knew nothing but power, greed, and corruption, all three rolled into 

one. Agpalo writes: “Ammo ni Angkel Osi ti mamaltot ta ni Apong 

Chelong nga inana ket eksperiensiado a mangngilot ken komadrona, 

ken kanayon a maisurot” (Uncle Osi knew how to deliver a baby 

because his late mother, Apong Chelong, an experienced hilot or 

midwife used to take him with her to her house calls).13 Called to 

duty, Osi, the indirect protégé of his indigenous midwife of a 

mother, becomes a midwife of a baglan himself. He brings his rebel-

of-an-activist of a son into the world, the same son who the abusers 

of power would crucify. Except that in this Ilokano allegory, there is 

no resurrection, there is no transfiguration. The crucified remained 

crucified, the dead, dead.  

Accounts from my own field work relative to the Ilokano 

indigenous healers did not yield this effeminizing characteristic of 

the male healers. Reports and corroboration by my informants 

covering a longer history of their own experiences when they were 

still in the Philippines did not yield this dichotomy of the healers 

based on what was perceived, or approved, as “feminine trait” as 

opposed to the “masculine” one. Chirino’s account, as cited by 

 
13 Jaime M. Agpalo, Jr., “Ti Penumbra ti Aurora Borealis” in Ubod (Northern 

Luzon region), ed.  Priscilla Macansantos and Francis Macansantos (Manila: 
National Commission for Culture and the Arts, 2016), 16 and 27.  
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Carolyn Brewer, tells us of this effeminized healer in the Visayas: 

“This pagan priest [presumably the babaylan], while offering his 

infamous sacrifices, was possessed by the Devil who caused him to 

make most ugly grimaces; and he braided his hair, which for his 

particular calling he wore long, like a woman.”14  

Alcina’s work as cited by Brewer corroborates Chirino’s account, 

and wrote of the asog, also of the Visayas: “The Devil . . . also chose 

some effeminate men that they called Asog in ancient times. 

Ordinarily they said of these Asog that they were impotent men and 

deficient for the practice of matrimony.” 15  The Alcina citation 

contains the concepts “impotent men” and, thus, unable to enter a 

marriage with the opposite. It is clear here that the values of the 

colonizer even in the accounting of the indigenous fact about life had 

been used as a measure of how human life and its richness are to be 

expressed. In some other accounts, the English term “midwife,” a 

feminized term today, does not translate into the Ilokano baglan 

whose expertise lies in assisting a mother while delivering her child. 

The “wife” in the word “midwife” refers to a woman that is not 

necessarily a “wife” and the midwife is someone, not necessarily a 

woman, is with the woman (who is about to give birth).16  

That age-old definition as used by many cultures prior to the 

masculinization of the science of obstetrics and gynecology defined 

the role of the Ilokano baglan who is a mammaltot, one who assists a 

woman in bringing about a new life. The verdict of the colonizers as 

reflected in the dictionary by Andres Carro and retained by Morice 

 
14Carolyn Brewer, “Baylan, Asog, Transvestism, and Sodomy: Gender, Sexuality 

and the Sacred in the Early Colonial Philippines,” Intersections: Gender, History and 
Culture in the Asian Context issue 2 (May 1999), http://intersections.anu.au/issue2/ 
carolyn2.html. 

15 Brewer, “Baylan.” 
16 “The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, s.v., “Midwife,” 

https://ahdictionary.com/word/search.html?q=midwife. 
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Vanoverbergh and George Gelade in their updating and revision17 

that the baglan is not normal could be true, if the sense of the 

“normal” is the sense of the Western/Euro-American notion of 

accounting for what is socially accepted by the outsiders-as-

colonizers. When one talks to the spirits, appeases them, offers 

them food, and bribes them to remove the pain of the sick person, 

those acts, in fact, are not within the definition of the normal as 

ordinary, as an expression of the everydayness of life. What are not 

normal lead to the erosion of standards set by the authority, by 

those in power, by those who feel that they must be in control all 

the time. The baglan as a person that talks to non-human entities 

and that is in the middle of extremes is in the “yonder”—a yonder 

that is “between here and there.”18 But when we locate the baglan 

and their story within the mythological as an act of making sense of 

the world, those seemingly absurd actions make sense.19  

The Demonized Baglan  

The force of love, even in its divine form, is like that of a spirit 

possession (the Ilokano term for this phenomenon is lugan [vehicle] 

and the person, naluganan [ridden on]) that many skilled Ilokano 

baglan would be able to remedy.20 The world of the Ilokano for that 

force of love, eros, is a mixed bag of a double-edged concept:     

 
17 Andres Carro, Vocabulario Iloco–Espanol. (Manila: Estab. Tipolitografico de M. 

Perz e Hijo, 1888); Morice Vanoverbergh. Iloko–English Dictionary. A translated, 
augmented, and revised version of Andres Carro [1888] (Baguio City: Catholic 
School Press, 1956). 

18 Siri Hustvedt, A Plea for Eros (New York: Picador, 2006), 1.  
19 Karen Armstrong, A Short History of Myth (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2005).   
20 I have explained this healing phenomenon in Aurelio S. Agcaoili, “Semiotics 

of Sanity,” Ethos Today (Third and Last Quarter 1991): 43–165. See also, Aurelio S. 
Agcaoili, “Healing Through the Unorthodox Way: Conversations with Four 
Healers,” Ethos Today (Last Quarter 1990): 105–168.  
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(a) lubong as this material and physical world, and (b) lubong as eros, 

desire, or lust.21 Two meanings of the same word, meanings that 

define the trajectory of knowing, creating, and destroying all rolled 

into one constitute the complex dynamic in which we locate the 

baglan. While there have been ample research works done on the 

Visayan baylan or babaylan22 and the system of thought attached to 

it called babaylanism, none has been done on the Ilokano baglan. 

My work on the Ilokano indigenous healers has led me to many 

communities in Luzon and now in Oahu Island in Hawaii, where 

Ilokano healers continue to perform their gift of healing in secret.  

Having known of the male mammaltot in Ilocos myself, I reached 

out to many other informants to corroborate what I know about 

them. These are Dr. Orlino Baldonado, Delia Caguioa Guran, 

Catalina Ramos, and Lydia Abajo Pavon.23 In the various interviews, 

I asked several questions, to wit: (a) “Are you aware of the word 

“baglan” when you were still in your birthplaces in the Philippines?; 

(b) If you had baglan in your communities, what did they do in their 

own communities?; (c) Apart from those things that you remember 

 
21 George P. Gelade, Ilokano-English Dictionary (Quezon City: CICM Missionaries, 

1993), 381.   
22 Grace Nono, Babaylan Sing Back: Philippine Shamans and Voice, Gender and Place 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2021).  
23  These four informants consented to virtual interviews for various times 

during the writing of this work from January to April 2022. Orlino Baldonado is 
from Tennessee, United States, although originally from Santa Maria, Ilocos Sur; 
he has a doctorate in engineering from the University of California, Los Angeles. 
Guran, Delia Caguioa is from Madrid, Spain and originally from Balungao, 
Pangasinan. She has an extensive first-hand knowledge of indigenous healers of 
her locality. Catalina Ramos, originally from Ilocos Sur and Pangasinan, is from 
California, USA and Canada; she practiced as auditor in Canada and in the US. 
Lydia Abajo Pavon, who is from Rancho, an island community in Santa, Ilocos; 
had lived in Italy. Pavon now lives in the United States and works as a case 
manager for people experiencing domestic abuse. 
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that they did to heal, what else did they do?; and (d) what qualities 

do you remember about these Ilokano indigenous healers?  

All have corroborated my field data that showed how the art and 

indigenous knowledge involved in healing were the possession of 

those who were willing to serve their people and their communities 

and were not at all based on gender, sex, or sexuality. The Ilokano 

world is a magical, mysterious, and surprising place, and the baglan 

as a ritual healer plays a central role in navigating this complicated 

world made up of (a) the earthly material world, and (b) the spirit 

world. In the spirit world, there are good spirits and there are bad 

ones.24 Either way, the baglan must be at the ready to face these two 

worlds: that of the living and that of the other dimension, the sabali-

a-lubong (another world). The dimorphic understanding of the 

material world has given rise to the incalculable damage in the 

creative imagination of human beings. Linguistic data from the 

Romance languages, languages that represent a huge chunk of what 

could be termed as a font of Western/Euro-American knowledge, 

speak of assigning sex in nouns and markers, a linguistic feature that 

is almost absent in the Ilokano language.  

When political power is factored in, a joke about the New 

People’s Army rebels taking liberties with a presidential son would 

leave questions about the collective struggle for freedom and the 

abusive expression of sexual desire. But that, too, leaves a question 

on the part of the person cracking a joke about someone being 

molested, with details of the molestation added in the joke. Quoting 

his son Sebastian (“Baste”), President Rodrigo Duterte joked about 

“40 percent of NPA rebels are gay” and that four rebels molested 

 
24 Stephen Griffiths, Emigrants, Entrepreneurs, and Evil Spirits (Honolulu: University of 

Hawaii Press, 1988).  
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his son.25 The occasion for the encounter between the presidential 

son and the NPA rebels was the February 2019 handing over to the 

government military forces of two soldiers and six militiamen who 

the rebels held in captivity in Agusan del Sur. The handing over 

ceremony was a public act with the presidential son as a witness.26 

Jose Ma. Sison responded to the joke of Duterte, saying: “There is a 

strict NPA rule of discipline against sexual molestation and taking 

sexual liberties against the will of others. It is up to the NPA 

command concerned to inform us how Baste was treated.”27  He 

added: “The position of the CCP [Communist Party of the 

Philippines] and the revolutionary movement has always been not to 

discriminate against women and the LGBT in the recruitment of 

fighters by the NPA.”28  

The gay as demonized remains at the center of an unresolved 

question about the androgynous sense of a meaningful life, the 

plenitude of human experience, and the abundance of grace in 

seeing that life is not decided in the extremes but in the middling 

grey areas of surprises, of the unpredictable. In this Duterte–Sison 

repartee, the dimorphic understanding of sex and gender and 

sexuality remains imprisoned within the ambit of the biological, the 

male and the female, because of the anatomical endowments. Sison 

has learned from the tragic lessons of the underground movement 

of the country when there was a time that the revolutionary dream 

did not have yet the vocabulary for an enlarged, because more 

expansive, notion of what is to be human. At one point in the earlier 

history of this Philippine revolutionary movement, the homosexual 

 
25 Vince Angelo Ferreras, “Sison Slams Duterte’s Claim of ‘Gay’ NPA Rebels,” 

Business World, February 25, 2019, https://www.bworldonline.com/editors-picks/ 
2019/02/25/216329/sison-slams-dutertes-claim-of-gay-npa-rebels/. 

26 Ferreras, “Sison Slams.”  
27 Ferreras, “Sison Slams.” 
28 Ferreras, “Sison Slams.” 
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was shunned, if not dismissed. The macho-patriarchal paradigm of 

the revolutionary fighting for justice and fairness for a country 

marked by structural inequity preformed and pre-shaped the theory 

and practice of the CPP-NPA29 for a long time until it permitted the 

revolutionary marriage of a gay couple.30 Rolando Pinsoy’s account 

of the first gay marriage in the movement waxes poetic: “DARE to 

struggle, dare to win. . .  as married gays. After raiding a few Army 

camps, two communist guerrillas hid in a forest gorge and fell in 

love. Deeply.”31 He continues that prologue of the official marriage 

of Ka Andres, the macho male, and Ka Jose, the tiguwang bayot, the 

old gay: “That was three years ago. On Friday, under a romantic 

drizzle in a muddy clearing in Compostela Valley province in 

Mindanao, Ka Andres and Ka Jose exchanged vows in a heavily 

guarded ceremony before local villagers, friends from the city and 

their comrades in arms.”32 Here is a case of a masculine militancy 

opening its understanding of the tao, the person living a full life or 

purposely planning to have one, with the sense of the masculine and 

its entanglement of the macho culture of military life opening itself to 

a re-envisioned and re-imagined sense of a revolutionary pursuit by an 

androgynous sensibility of self, others, and the masses. By 1998, the 

CPP-NPA recognized the need to respect the diversity of those 

involved in the revolutionary struggle, with their document, “On the 

Proletarian Relationship of Sexes,” unequivocally guiding comrades 

 
29 See Kaira Zoe Alburo Cañete, “Brothers, Lovers, and Revolution: Negotiating 

Military Masculinity and Homosexual Identity in a Revolutionary Movement in the 
Philippines,” Asia-Pacific Social Science Review 11, no. 2 (January 2011): 27–42.   

30 Rolando B. Pinsoy, “Reds Officiate First Gay Marriage in NPA,” Philippine 
Daily Inquirer, February 7, 2005, A1, A20.  

31 Pinsoy, “Reds Officiate.”  
32 Pinsoy, “Reds Officiate.”  
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that there would be “no exploitation” of any of the personal 

relationships whether these are homosexual or heterosexual.33  

Lived Experiences Beyond Language:  

Baglan and the Four Ilokano Souls 

There is no term for gender in Ilokano and there is no term for 

sex as well, when by sex we mean the dimorphism in living beings 

that are boxed in either of the two opposing sides of categories, an 

opposition that frowns upon the prospects of a life not confined by 

anatomy. Birthed biology and its demand to place living beings into 

two boxes, one for the male and the other for the female, has 

escaped the mind of the Ilokano people. What we have are 

categories that are not exactly univocal. Instead, these are vessels of 

the ambiguous, of the ambivalent, of the fluid. These are receptacles 

of the limitless possibilities of all living beings, their sex or gender 

not bound by a certain limiting nomenclature.  

Our received mental stereotype that eventually became the 

dominant ideology of the extremist duality of the sexes based on 

birthed biology has led us to gender tribalism. The masculine as an 

extreme expression of the accident of being male is now a tribe, 

that is, a group that descended from a common ancestor and that 

holds on to the same shared values, customs, traditions, 

mentalities, and practices. 

Ilokano folkloric accounts of the constitutive element of the 

mortal man suggests a different hylomorphism, one that is different 

from the Aristotelian sense of things about matter and form, or 

matter-and-form.34 We know that St. Thomas Aquinas would re-

 
33 Alburo Cañete “Brothers, Lovers,” 27-42. 
34  See Aristotle, De Anima [On the Soul], trans. Hugh Lawson-Tancred 

(London: Penguin Classics, 1987); see also his Metaphysics, trans. John H. McMahon 
(Amherst, NY: Prometheus, 1991). 
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read Aristotle’s philosophical psychology and extend his Aristotelian 

reading to account for the human being, one who is a divine 

creature endowed with body and soul.35  

The Ilokano Has Four Souls 

The Ilokanos are different: they have four souls, to wit, (a) 

kararua, the inseparable link between the body of the person and the 

non-material; (b) karkarma or karkarna, the separable non-material 

element equivalent to the Greek psyche; (c) alingaas, aningaas, or 

aniwaas, the separable part of the non-material in a person, the one 

that shows up or disappears continuously while the person is alive; 

and (d) alia, al-alia, or ar-aria, the soul that frees itself from the 

mortal body at the time of death, and might manifest itself even 

long after death. Given these possibilities in Ilokano indigenous 

psychology, a psychology that could be part of the work of the 

baglan as ritual healer, the translation of the “soul” or “psyche” is a 

tricky, difficult, and even a complex business.36  

These four Ilokano souls are part of what could be considered as 

elements in the symbolic practices of a community. These symbolic 

practices are familiar and hostile, friendly and oppositional, and 

unifying and divisive at the same time as these “confront [members 

of the community] with their din and receding knowledge of the 

past and their relationship in the present but also with their 

intentions for the future. . . .”37 In Carl Linnaeus’s attempt to stamp 

science into his act of enumerating and naming the animate 

 
35 Aristotle, On the Principles of Nature, trans. Pierre H. Conway (Columbus, OH: 

College of St. Mary of the Springs, 1963); see also, Robert Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas 
on Human Nature: A Philosophical Study of Summa Theologiae 1a 75-89 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002).  

36 See Agcaoili, Balabala.  
37 Gerald Sider, Culture and Class in Anthropology and History (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1986), 193.  
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“contents” of the material world, he was not shy in making full use 

of what was linguistically available to him. He studied the clams and 

the female genitalia and saw the similarities and used 

unapologetically the terms that we know today as a “vulva, labia, 

pubes, anus, and hymen.” 38  From this Linnaean attempt to put 

science into the various worlds of flora and fauna and in-between, 

there was this extension of the logic of dimorphism, but at the same 

time a recognition that there were exemplary exceptions. Patriarchy 

and its own brand of the scientific and the epistemological 

conveniently forgot the mysterious meaning of divergence and 

diversity. The rest would be history of abuse, oppression, and 

incalculable suffering of those who are not given the chance to be 

the beneficiaries of this patriarchal way of understanding life as it 

should be understood, life with its immense, limitless odds if those 

who know better are willing to act better and in a more just and 

more equitable way.     

The Ilokanos have framed their world into a complexity that runs 

the gamut from the literal to that confusing but ever surprising sense 

of the metaphoric, that aspect of the language that refuses to fall 

into the trap of the dual, the binary, and the destructive possibilities 

of looking at life and human experience in the extreme. Their 

understanding of the universe, the cosmos, and the material world 

around them is their sense of lubong.  

Lubong is the earth, not so much as a planet, but the Earth as 

wellspring of finite life, of life bound by matter, by the limits of 

gravity both literal and as understood in new physics.39 But eros 

itself is lubong as it is the amatory, the sexual, desire. It is lust as it is 

 
38 Bill Bryson, A Short History of Everything (New York: Broadway Books, 

2003), 357. 
39 Paul Levy, Quantum Revelation: A Radical Synthesis of Science and Spirituality (New 

York: Select Books, 2018). 
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libido.40 It is carnal as it is the sensual, the seductive. When Ilokanos 

think of the erotic, they say, without being apologetic: “Kasta ti 

paset ti nainlubongan a biag” (That is part of our life in the world.) 

Lubong is this world, but it is also not of this world alone as it is part 

of the deepest and most intimate aspirations, desires, needs, and 

wants as it is also the things that we are aware of and our 

relationships to these things, to what they represent and their 

meaning to us.41 The ground of our knowledge of this world is both 

physical and non-physical, a form of the synesthesia where in that 

power of the metaphoric, the word becomes a world, too, the image 

coming to us as data of the sensory experience.  

One thing is clear in this double meaning of lubong: that human 

experience is far richer than what human language can mediate or 

express in a system of signs. Once the sign for an experience has 

evolved, a new human experience would come about. There is no 

end to this infinite dynamic. There is only one resolution: to regard 

human language as a metaphor for life.42 And both life and human 

language are always on the move, always evolving, and in a certain 

sense, playing catch-up with each other. This is language in its dolce 

as well as its utile form, its possibilities and promise of delight and its 

usefulness. The centuries of colonial subjugation of the Ilokanos 

have brought about systemic demonization of their everyday life. 

Their supreme god, Mugna, has been reduced to being the devil that, 

today, only a handful of Ilokano know that Mugna exists in the way 

the Ilokano people, as mediated by their language, have understood 

their life. A remnant of another god, Apo Lung-aw, has been 

preserved, but no longer as a proper noun, but a suggestion that one 

 
40 Gelade, Ilokano–English Dictionary.   
41 Gelade, Ilokano–English Dictionary.   
42 William Safire, Spread the Word (New York: Random House, 1999).  
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has gotten past the difficult challenges of life, at least tentatively. 

The linguistic proof, a response to the greeting, “Mag-anka?” (“How 

are you?”), is this: “Makalung-aw met datao.” There are variations of 

the response, but the core is the word lung-aw that translates into 

“having come out of the deep part of the water”43 This metaphor is  

what the Ilokano people must always come to live by. Forgetting 

this metaphor leads to their dehumanization, to the erasure of the 

tao in them, and the erasure of the baglan as one of the expressions 

of that tao. Even with the absence of gender as a social construct 

mediated by their language, the Ilokano people’s encounter with the 

colonizers forced them to perform the life of a colonized as defined, 

dictated, and decreed by those in power and their surrogates, 

oftentimes, the surrogates themselves were members of the Native 

population that had benefitted from that alliance of surrogacy.  

Butler argues that gender as a category (and many other 

categories such as class, for instance) is a performative act.44 Gender 

has never been natural but naturalized, and thus, appears to be 

natural. By constant repetition, and by the approval of the 

institutions of power, this category has become a performance that 

conforms to ideologically constructed normative heterosexuality, a 

regulative ideal imposed upon by patriarchy, by global capitalism, 

and by the addiction of the ruling elite to power. In a society marked 

by subjugation, hegemony, oppression, silence, and diminished 

agency of the many outside the corridors of power, the subjugated 

people live lives of repetition, of rehearsed identity, of theatrical 

performances of the absurd as defined by those ruling over the ruled 

 
43 I have argued this point in a book on Ilokano philosophy written in Ilokano, 

Balabala ti Filosopia nga Ilokano.   
44 Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in 

Phenomenology and Feminist Theory,” Theatre Journal 40, no. 4 (December 1988): 
519–531.  
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for centuries.45 Citing Simone de Beauvoir who said that “one is not 

born, but rather, becomes a woman,” Butler reminds us that “gender 

is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various 

acts proceeds” but “an identity tenuously constituted in time—an 

identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts.”46  

To date, there has never been any case in the Ilocos where two 

people of the same birthed anatomy can use the instrument of the 

state to legalize their intimate life. All throughout, the dimorphic-

determined sense of the legal, the ethical, and the moral remains the 

regulative ideal in the construction of the good Ilokano and the 

good Ilokano citizen. The surveillance, while it exhibited both covert 

and overt strategies, has become a true form of bio-power as 

proposed by Michel Foucault.47 What we have got here is not truth. 

Instead, it is an intentional, calculated, purposive form of repression 

so that the falsities of imposed assumptions would appear as some 

versions of truth, that, when repeated, when performed in the 

theater of thought, would render the subjugated people incapable of 

resisting the subjugator. Conditioned only into accepting how things 

are which the Ilokanos render as kasta a talaga (that is how it is, and 

we cannot do anything about it), resignation enabled them to 

survive. The pursuit of the project to subjugate based on the 

assumption that (a) the subjugator is supreme, and thus, with that 

supremacy clothed with claims to the divine right to rule, he can 

impose himself upon a people and (b) his “mentalese”48 is all that 

matters in his offer of that which is redemptive to a people in need 

 
45 Butler, “Performative Acts,” 519.  
46 Butler, 519.  
47 See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, trans. Robert 

Hurley (New York: Vintage, 1990), 145–146.  
48  Marion Adolf and Nico Stehr, Knowledge: Is Knowledge Power? (London: 

Routledge, 2017).  
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of saving from the devil. This leads us to the account of the novelist 

Edmund White 49  of his being subjected to the curing of his 

homosexuality in the 1950s America, a time before the removal of 

the medical label that regarded homosexuality as a form of sickness.  

Knowledge itself has bedeviled human beings and societies. One 

of the main reasons is that there are those who have more of this, 

and there are those who do not have it at all. The expression 

“knowledge is power” 50  is not to be taken lightly. Bacon 51  and 

Hobbes, 52  drawing from the Latins, have cited these in their 

accounts of what knowledge can do. And unless we acknowledge 

and do something about knowledge that will bring about power to 

those who deserve it, this brutally tragic case of inequity in the 

access to knowledge will predispose others to living lives not worthy 

of human beings. The sociobiologist Edward O. Wilson has 

reminded us of the need to understand the “totality of knowledge”53 

Following Adolf and Stehr, knowledge is “not something that is so 

but as a generalized capacity to act on the world, as a model for 

reality, or as the ability to set something in motion.” 54  That 

knowledge of the baglan would lead to that “acting on the world,” at 

least for the Ilokano people.  

One thing that renders knowledge tenuous is its being a social 

construct, bound by time and space, histories and cultures, and power 

and motive. This leads us to how, in the colonial form of knowledge, 

 
49 Edmund White, My Lives: An Autobiography (New York: HarperCollins, 2006).  
50 From the Latin aphorism, “Scientia potential est” or its other variations, 

“scientia est potential” and “scientia potesta est”.  
51 Francis Bacon’s formulation in Sacre Meditations is “ipsa scientia potestas est” 

which translates to “knowledge itself is power”.  
52 Thomas Hobbes’ formulation of the same is “Scientia potesta est” in the 

Leviathan (Independently published, 2020).  
53 Edward O. Wilson, Consilience: The Totality of Knowledge (New York: Alfred 

Knopf, 2000).  
54 Adolf and Stehr, Knowledge, 1. 
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the demonization of the baglan as a psychological abnormality and an 

ontological anomaly, thus, is not to be trusted.55 Such a reduction of 

the baglan into an exhibit in the collective life of a community had 

been demonstrated by the ethnographic report of William F. Nydegger 

and Corrine Nydegger.56 But Felix Keesing missed this altogether.57  

Nydegger and Nydegger, in their field work, talked about the 

various indigenous healers of Tarong, the Ilocos barrio where they 

conducted their research. Three of these healers stand out: (a) the ilot 

(mangngilot, or massage healer in some other parts of the Ilocos); (b) 

the mannumang, and (c) the sirkano.58 Mannumang is from sumang (toxin, 

poison, or venom). Mannumang, thus, is a healer whose expertise is the 

removal of the poisonous substances of the body of the diseased 

person. The sirkano is the indigenous healer that knows how to 

make some incisions on the body to remove toxins, and, hence, 

synonymous to the mannumang. These indigenous healers are not 

gendered, the terms used to refer to them not at all sexualized.  

In the singing of the Ifugao Hudhud, a cultural practice that has an 

affinity to the singing of the Ilokano epic Lam-ang, there is a reference 

to the dominance of the women singers, but there is a line in an 

account that says that some birthed males could be singers as well: 

“Singers [of the Hudhud] are ordinarily female, although some male 

singers are known.”59 Is it possible that since the baki or mumbaki, the 

Ifugao healer, is either a birthed female or male, the Hudhud singer, 

 
55 Interviews with Lydia Pavon on various dates such as January 2020, March 

2021, and October 2022, including a personal conversation via Internet.  
56 William F. Nydegger and Corinne Nydegger, Tarong: An Ilocos Barrio in the 

Philippines (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1966). 
57 Felix Keesing, Ethnography of Northern Luzon (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 1962).  
58 Nydegger and Nydegger, Tarong.  
59 Lourdes S. Dulawan, “Singing Hudhud in Ifugao,” in Literature of Voice: Epics 

in the Philippines, ed. Nicole Revel, (Quezon City: Office of the President, Ateneo de 
Manila University, 2005), 115–124.   
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open to the possibilities of the androgynous sense of human 

experience, is, in handih wandi—a long time ago—an open-ended part 

of that mythological act of making sense of the world?60 

In recounting his experience with the “gay community” in the 

United States, Lance Collins said: “I found that ‘gay’ communities 

are always and already contributing to maintaining and reinforcing 

colonialism.”61 That absence of the baglan in the more important 

documents of Ilokano life is caused by, among others, colonialism 

that came in three layers. Reflecting on his experience in Hawaii as a 

descendant of immigrant and white people, he wrote about how 

colonialism comes from the logic of destruction that defines the 

centuries of Western societies coveting with the notions of empire, 

poisonous and myopic nationalism, and the conquest of peoples 

that do not look like these “more civilized” societies that they claim 

they are: “Colonialism is not only a moral issue. Colonialism is an 

epistemic issue. Colonialism is a process in which a foreign way of 

knowing supplants a Native way of knowing. At different times and 

different places, this supplantation takes place within the spirit of 

the Native and by eliminating the Native.”62 In the Philippines, the 

idea of the foreign slides into the imposed vocabulary of a dominant 

language, with that vocabulary becoming the measure of the “love 

for the nation” translated as unquestioned nationalism. This 

phenomenon translates to endogenous colonialism, a colonization 

from within. This form of colonialism requires that it be criticized.  

 

 
60 Dulawan, “Singing Hudhud.”  
61 Lance Collins, “We Are not Gay,” in Restoried Selves: Autobiographies of Queer 

Asian/Pacific American Activists, ed. Kevin Kumashiro (New York: Harrington Park 
Press, 2004), 17.   

62 Collins, “We Are not Gay,” 16.  
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The Baglan and the Pursuit of Diversity 

In a colonial setup where the colonizer is from within, the 

supplanting does not stop. It continues under the guise of what is 

normal, because “normalized” habits, practices, ideas, and even 

ideologies, as in the case of the ideology of Philippine nationalism 

that refuses to acknowledge the diversity of languages and heritage 

in the country, the last one not simply a case of “brown heritage,” 

an abbreviated but nevertheless hegemonic trope gleaned from 

Manuud.63 It is no wonder why the Ilokano baglan has been erased 

from the memory of a people, and much more, of a country. There 

is one issue that is crucial to the erasure of the wretched, 

unrecognized, demonized baglan the ritual healer of the Ilokano 

people: it is an issue that is right smack into the issue of justice and 

fairness in the equitable arrangements of the structures of societal 

and collective life.  

Ilokano literature in general, beginning its 1620 recorded written 

form by way of the Doctrina Christiana until today, has been complicit 

in the erasure of the baglan story. Except for a few examples of 

some oblique references to this inert idea of the baglan-as-healer, even 

contemporary Ilokano literature is unable to document the tao—the 

human—in its complex form and the varieties of its expression.  

There is this palpable disruption and interruption in this literature 

today of the radical, the political, the sexual, and the revolutionary. 

Only a few had taken courage to write about these crucial issues 

related to life that must be lived in fullness, including its 

contradictions. The censorship is a two-way affair: (a) by the 

publishing outlets usually owned by companies or individual 

proprietors, some with ties to the powerful ruling class or supported 

 
63 Antonio Manuud, Brown Heritage: Essays on Philippine Cultural Tradition and 

Literature (Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1967).  
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by the politicians or (b) by the underground movement particularly 

those referring to issues of freedom and democracy and social 

equity. The “gay” in Ilokano literature including popular musical 

form is a caricature of the absurd person, an “in-between,” one that 

exists only for ridicule and for self-righteous exclusion. Thus, the 

Ilokano that has lost the sense of the baglan as the androgynous 

healer is also a colonizer from within. He is also a cause of 

disruption and interruption that leads the baglan to withdraw, to be 

erased, to be excluded, to be forgotten. He can talk about 

decolonization from the vestiges of colonization, but his failure to 

see the tao in the baglan, the tao as the androgynous healer, renders 

him a party to the continuing colonization of the mind of his own 

people. And unless he gets to understand the baglan of his people, 

the baglan of his past-as-present, he can never become a party to the 

project to post-decolonialize once and for all.  

There are only a few writers in contemporary Ilokano arts that 

had summoned their courage to look at Ilokano human life more 

broadly. One of these writers is Roy Aragon. His Bagi 64  is a 

collection of his poems on the embodied sense of self, desire, 

dreams, and hope. Aragon’s aesthetic sensibility has been informed 

by his early years of political activism (as a college student) in 

Catanduanes in the Bicol Region, his work in regional journalism in 

the Cagayan Valley Region, and his being a witness to the years of 

repression during the dictatorial regime of President Ferdinand 

Marcos. He knew of the macho-fascist excesses of Martial Law, the 

Lupao massacre in Nueva Ecija, and the atrocious event of the 

Cordillera’s Zinundungan Valley food blockade, zoning, and brutal 

military campaign to flush out the rebels and anti-government forces 

fighting for social justice and fundamental human rights. He talked 

 
64 Roy V. Aragon, Bagi (Quezon City: Saniata Publications, 2015). 
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about these tragedies and situated his poeticizing of the tragic in 

reference to the human body. Bagí, literally, body, is a seat of the 

mind and heart, of knowing and caring, of memory and struggle for 

something better, for healing, for meaning itself. But bági, in its 

second level of meaning is also possession, ownership, or what one 

can put a claim to. Following Karen Armstrong, the poet—or artists 

in general—is a healer of the world of human experience and of life 

itself.65 In a tropic sense, the poet is a baglan, too, the denouncer of 

that which ails peoples and their communities, and the announcer 

of what could get them back to healing. And that Ilokano poet 

need not be a male to sing about the sonorous silence of the 

universe. The third person singular of the Ilokano pronoun, na,66 

has been freed from the ambiguous he-she that assigns gender to 

people and things.  

The Ilokano language as a document of ancestral knowledge of 

the world and life attests to the people’s androgynous sense of the 

human, of the tao that is in constant search for life’s meaning, a life 

lived with others as it is lived with oneself. The need to unmask the 

excesses of the Western/Euro-American sense of the masculine, an 

essentializing project of empire, is a precondition for “post-

decolonialization,” one that makes it possible to reclaim the baglan 

by purging both the vestiges of colonization and the reactionary 

attempt to deploy an unquestioned act of decolonialization. A 

conceptual premise would be the understanding that masculinity is 

itself “a performance” 67  as seen, for instance, in the context of 

women enlisting to become warriors, who then seek the “approval 

of their comrades” and then working for “their adoption, or 

 
65 Armstrong, Short History of Myth.  
66  Aurelio S. Agcaoili, Gramatika ti Kontemporaneo nga Ilokano [Grammar of 

Contemporary Ilokano] (Quezon City and Honolulu: Undertow Books, 2013).  
67 Julie Wheelright, Sisters in Arms: Female Warriors from Antiquity to the New Millennium 

(Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2020), 87.  
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imitation, of their masculine behaviour.”68 This is now a far cry from 

the poetry of insult, “Your momma wears army boots!” 69  The 

relevance of the poetic here is its courage to reclaim the body and 

site it as the counterpoint to announce a new knowledge about the 

human, about life, and about gender and sexuality. The body—the 

bagí—has been gendered and sexualized twice: by dimorphic biology 

and by the institutions of colonial life.  

During a fieldwork in a coastal village in Pasuquin, Ilocos Norte, 

I came across a phenomenon called diubong.70 Diubong is unusual in a 

coastal village where same-sex activities among young males had 

happened at that time. This phenomenon was an open book among 

the young male adults of the place. Diubong resists the language of 

the colonizer. Diubong resists  the incomplete paradigm of sexuality 

and gender by the “decolonizers.” No one among the decolonizers 

have unearthed the baglan, and how, in the history of the Spanish, 

American, and Japanese colonization the baglan had been reduced 

to simply being the demon. The problem in the continued and 

pervasive holding on to the Western/Euro-American sense of 

gender, sexuality, and sex is the colonization of human language by 

hegemonic “mansplaining,” “manologuing,” and “manterrupting” 

baglan’s textuality–that variety of signs that constitutes it—rests on 

the possessory claim of the “masculine” man of human language.71 

 
68 Wheelright, Sisters in Arms, 87.  
69 Rod Padgett, ed., The Teachers and Writers Handbook of Poetic Forms, 2nd ed. 

(New York: T&W Books, 2000), 91.  
70 Aurelio S. Agcaoili, Multilinggual a Diksionario nga Ilokano ken Tesoro/Multilingual 

Ilokano Dictionary and Thesaurus. (Philippines: Hoaeae Publications in collaboration 
with Nakem Conferences, 2023).  

71 Maria Minor, “Proven Ways to Deal with Mansplaining, Manologues and 
Manterrupting.” Forbes, February 22, 2021. https://www.forbes.com/sites/ 
mariaminor/2021/02/22/proven-ways-to-deal-with-mansplaining-manologues-
and-manterrupting/?sh=7bffc0f354c1. Also, Mary Katharine Tramontana, “Why 
Are Men Still Explaining Things to Women?” New York Times, September 9, 2020. 
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It is man as male—as masculine—speaking and appropriating and 

expropriating language, its vocabulary his and shared only as a token 

to others. He explains to all others, he monologues, he interrupts. 

The signs of language are his, too, each sign conforming to his 

wishes. And all these happen because he has been trained to 

perform his masculinity. Social prescriptions have made that 

performance possible.  

The primal directives ingrained in the accounting of the male and 

the masculine start off with a performance, of not becoming female. 

The world is male, masculine, patriarchal. The quadruplet of 

commands that make the man are (a) achieving success; (b) becoming 

aggressive all the time; (c) becoming a sexual performer; and (d) 

becoming self-reliant every time.72  The hindrance to men opening 

themselves up to life is their incapacity for a real, honest-to-goodness 

conversation. Their communication is restricted, their relationship in 

compartments representing “spheres of interest” and not the whole 

of the man, the whole of the friend, in what could be understood as 

holistic encounter, oftentimes tacit, nonverbal.73 Whether the baglan 

is a male, an effeminate one or otherwise, or a female, the issue is that 

the baglan’s vocation is to heal. It is to fix broken bodies, to mend 

broken spirits, and to call back the wayward souls of the Ilokano 

people. It is to restore the various Ilokano communities now spread 

throughout the country and eking out lives in the diaspora.  

 

 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/09/us/why-are-men-still-explaining-things-
to-women-mansplaining-authority-gender.html,  

72 Minor, “Proven Ways.”  
73 Wood, Gendered Lives, 189.  
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Reclaiming the Baglan 

An umbrella term that would be more inclusive to all Ilokano 

healers would be that of the baglan. The baglan is the officiant of 

the rite and ritual of healing and custodian of the rubric that goes 

with the healing system of which he is the expert. That the baglan is 

the androgynous leads us to see that expressions of life are marked 

not by biological dimorphism but diversity and heterogeneity. The 

healing system offered by the baglan is laden with the symbolic, and 

with the community affirming the play of the symbols that make the 

healing happen and real. In his study of a fishing village of Leyte, 

Jaime Biron-Polo cites the four themes that are embedded in ritual 

in presenting the workings of popular symbols in a place bound by 

the water and land tenancy, subsistence living, and the operations of 

a hegemonic collective life. The themes are: (a) anxiety and catharsis; 

(b) social harmony and cohesion; (c) social documentation; and (d) 

pedagogy.74 There is a presumed healing coming about as a result, a 

renewed pact of unity, a recording of the communal stories via the 

remembered performances, and a moment to instruct the 

community and those participating in the ritual of their obligation to 

their people apart from themselves. The rites, Aldous Huxley argues, 

are “a kind of an emotional cement”75 that binds the people. Across 

history, the baglan has performed those rites and has fulfilled their 

calling of cementing the community by deploying the power of 

intuitive feeling that makes members of each community become 

aware of each other. The rite of healing is one of the many 

narratives that bring the people closer together. And they continue 

 
74 Jaime B. Polo, Rethinking Philippine Popular Symbols: Moments of Domination and 

Resistance in the Province of Leyte (Quezon City: The Research Forum, 1988).  
75  Aldous Huxley, Ends and Means: An Inquiry into the Nature of Ideals (New 

Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2012), 287. 
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to carry out those rites, even if today that act of carrying them out is 

done in the shadow, beyond the prying eyes of authorities.  

We are about to lose them, the baglan. With the sprouting of 

Western forms of health and healing and the services that attend to 

these, we might have already banished them. The stigmatizing of 

these baglan, many of them birthed biological male, has expedited 

their extinction in the collective life of the Ilokano people.  

In several fieldworks that I conducted in early 1990s and 2000s, I 

had the chance to observe and got to know them, these baglan, male 

and female alike, them offering their gift of healing to people in 

search of ease.76 In Honolulu, I assisted a graduate student in her 

work on the Ilokano indigenous healers of the state of Hawaii and 

eventually served in her oral defense committee. Because these 

forms of healing are not accepted as legal within the definition of 

health and health care in the state of Hawaii and in the United 

States, the student had to use pseudonyms for each of her 

informants. The existence of these “underground healers,” the 

remnants of the baglan, has become some kind of a “transcription 

of a view of life into terms of highly simplified symbols,” to follow 

C. M. Woodhouse’s introduction of George Orwell’s Animal Farm.77 

And unless we are able to make way for these baglan to be pertinent 

within the broader theory and practice of integrative medicine, 

narrative medicine, and social medicine, we might miss the tacit 

lesson of “animal revolting” as in the case of Orwell’s story.   

There is something that the lessons of androgyny drawn from the 

baglanism of the Ilokanos can tell us: the memory that these lessons 

continue to bind members of community even though the onslaught 

of Westernization is now running roughshod in every aspect of the 

 
76 See Agcaoili, “Semiotics of Sanity,” and “Healing Through the Unorthodox 

Way: Conversations with Four Indigenous Healers.”  
77 George Orwell, Animal Farm (New York: Signet Classics, 1996), xxiii.  
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life of the Ilokano people and despite the penchant for revisionism 

of those who want to continue to rule. The baglan is an inextricable 

part of a “community of memory” with its “practices of 

commitment” to the cause of good far grander than them.78  

Philip Zaleski’s foreword to a book on “spiritual experiences” 

that he edited, reflected about the “immense potency of words.”79 

He wrote: “Words can create, quicken, heal; words can destroy, 

maim, kill. Spells, charms, prayers, damnations, curses, salutations, 

manifestoes, laudations, admonitions, invitations, encouragements, 

prophecies: words of power haunt us from birth to death.”80 Part of 

reclaiming the word with its promised power to reimagine the world 

for us is to find ways to make it in such as a way that we have 

“distributed creativity”, that capacity for that word, as in digital 

economics, not to be monopolized by a handful of people or some 

other global capitalists of health and health care and the common 

good driven only by profit.81 Rushkoff reminds us of our obligation 

to take part in what he called a “new renaissance” that he hopes is 

real today: to “reclaim some of the values that were repressed the 

last time we underwent such a shift [from the old one]. And so, we’re 

recovering lost cultural values from women’s equality and integrative 

medicine to worker ownership and local currency.”82 The baglan is 

part of the collection of words in the Ilokano language, words that 

“create, quicken, and heal.” 83  The emphasis for the purpose of 

reclaiming the Ilokano baglan and all those other ritual healers, 

 
78 Robert N. Bellah, et al., Habits of the Heart (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1985).  
79 Philip Zaleski, ed., The Best American Spiritual Writing, intro. Jack Miles (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Co., 2004), xi.  
80 Zaleski, Best American, xi. 
81 Douglas Rushkoff, Throwing Rocks at the Google Bus (New York: Portfolio/ 

Penguin, 2016), 237.  
82 Rushkoff, Throwing Rocks, 236–237.  
83 Zaleski, Best American, xi. 
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practitioners, and perceived outliers in the received dimorphism of 

members of humanity is the healing of the whole, of the self, of the 

community, a healing that is “integrative,”84 a form of healing that 

has gone through a metanoia itself, one that regards people as 

challenged by some dis-ease, one that needs easing and not the expert 

practice of specialists that oftentimes regard people as objects.  

The Journey to the Androgynous Tao and Baglan 

In his reflection on the complex trajectories of life, Bill Bryson 

wrote about three important points: “life wants to be; life doesn’t 

always want to be much; life from time to time goes extinct.”85 But 

then he remembers another trajectory as important as the first three: 

“Life goes on.”86 We know that it is not simply a matter of life going 

on and on, and on and on, even if there is so much living hope in this 

sense of the continuous, the perpetual. There is something that needs 

celebrating in the seemingly endless possibilities of life marking the 

universe: this richness of human experience, the rich complexity of 

the limitless ways in which human life itself as it is inextricably linked 

with other forms of existences finds meaningful expressions.  

This journey to be more human because of the possibility of the 

androgynous in the in-between of one life and that of another life 

opens to us another way of imagining a more humane way of being 

human. In his discussion of the limits of foundationalism, Richard 

Rorty proposed that we stop asking the question about the 

exceptional nature we have assigned to ourselves as human beings 

compared to animals. The question “What makes us different from 

the other animals” is wrong. In celebrating the human that is us, he 

reminds us of what we ought to assert, to wit, “We can feel for each 

 
84 Rushkoff, Throwing Rocks, 237.  
85 Bryson, Short History, 349.  
86 Bryson, 349. 
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other to a much greater extent than they [the animals] can.”87 So here, 

it is not a matter of simply knowing: animals know. It is, thus, a 

matter of “feeling more for each other,” that feeling for each other 

that is fully conscious, that is marked by a commitment to do things 

better for each other, to build a community of androgynous people 

who are beyond binaries, beyond the nomenclatures of power, and 

outside the “prison-house of language.”88  

For so long as we have fallen flat into the fossilization of 

language that we have welcomed the limits of what we can ever 

know by being imprisoned in that gilded prison-house maintained 

by the poisonous patriarchy of phrases that sing alleluia to the way 

things are, to this state-of-affairs that privileges and entitles the same 

ruling class of men that, in many ways, continue to be enabled by 

other people who benefit from the same parasitical setup. In the 

project to offer a supplementary tactic to decolonization is post-

decolonization, that strategy to also be mindful that forces within 

decolonization as a project of purging the evils—and the demons—

of colonized life need to be critiqued.  

The project to keep on imagining a Philippines with a center of 

power in Manila and its suburbs has not led us into coming to 

knowledge about the difficult truths related to engaged inclusion, to 

diversity, to the multiple expressions of Philippine life. The erasure 

of the baglan cannot be traced to the “cloud of unknowing” 

 
87 Richard Rorty, “Human Rights, Rationality, and Sentimentality,” in Micheline 

R. Ishay (ed), The Human Rights Reader: Major Political Essays, Speeches, and Documents 
from the Bible to the Present (New York: Routledge, 1997), 263.  

88 The reference to the metaphor of a prison-house suggests the limited 
possibilities of language when this is seen only from its ahistorical logic called its 
syntax or its synchronic aspect, one that resists its location in history, in space and 
time, and in the everyday context of its speakers. It is only in that capacity of 
language to open to the context of its users in their everyday would language be 
able to plumb its limitless possibilities. See, for instance, Fredric Jameson, The 
Prison-House of Language (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975).  
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operative among the Ilokano people, the Ilokano scholars included. 

When a system of knowledge production of a country skews to a 

position that systematically favors and entitles and privileges 

another, there will always be erasures, that, in fine, will render a 

country’s collective experience impoverished. Even as we decolonize to 

take into account the baglan and other indigenous healers, we must 

continue to ask the difficult questions about the means and methods of 

our acts of decolonization, including asking what and who is included 

and why. The post-decolonial tactic asks why we are decolonizing the 

baglan and what good we are going to get out of this. In a tongue-in-

cheek way, W. Bruce Cameron declared that it is time for men—the 

biologically birthed male—to wake up to the fact that the world does 

not owe them anything even if men continue to believe in that 

phantasmagoria that the center of everything is this blessed species 

accidentally called men. He decides to be a changed man, saying that his 

declaration is “a testament to the triumph of human will over a 

seemingly indomitable challenge: (his) gender.”89 Cameron elaborates 

his decision to will that change in him, saying, “. . . I was born a man—

well actually, I was born a baby (same thing, some people might say), 

but I was a male baby—and change does not come easily to a male, 

because they just don’t see why they should bother.”90  

Concluding Note 

In reclaiming this baglan, we know that we have a lot to do. The 

trajectory and career of the baglan in the life of the Ilokano people 

had been interrupted by the colonizers both exogenous, the 

colonizers from the outside (the Spaniards, the Americans, and the 

 
89 W. Bruce Cameron, How to Remodel a Man: Tips and Techniques on Accomplishing 

Something You Know Is Impossible but Want to Try Anyway (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 2004), xvii.   

90 Cameron, How to Remodel, xvii.  
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Japanese) and the endogenous, the colonizers from within (the 

surrogates of the theory and practice of unquestioned sense of 

nation and nationalism that valorizes only the lived experiences of 

those in the center of power). These two forms of colonialization 

have resulted in tacit and tactical withdrawal of the demonized 

baglan until that baglan has been erased from the consciousness of 

the Ilokano people.  

Now comes the ethics of real because honest and full post-

decolonialization, that act of questioning both the two forms of 

colonialization and simultaneously questioning the nominalized, 

unquestioned nationalist way of decolonialization, one that invokes 

only the terms of the center of power. At day’s end, the community 

that remembers will be able to figure out a way to reclaim what was 

left of the destruction of the collective mind of the Ilokano people 

and their indigenous epistemology. This is the way to liberation, it 

seems, and an activist had said this more thoughtfully about the 

condition that we are in: “The more liberating feeling is one that 

arises when departing from colonialist identities and colonial identity 

formation.”91 The previous forms of decolonialization did not work, 

at least for the Ilokano people, hence, the need for a new strategy 

and tactic: post-decolonialization. The baglan, that androgynous 

ritual healer, refuses to be a part of that colonial identity and 

colonial identity formation that has corrupted the Ilokano people in 

understanding about themselves and about the limits of their 

received complicities of colonized sex, sexuality, and gender. 

 

 

 

 
91 Collins, “We Are not Gay,” 17.   
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