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Abstract
This article will analyze the role of colonialism in Benito Pérez Galdós’ novel Doña Perfecta by 
putting it into dialogue with the work of José Rizal. By examining the two writers side by side, 
we will see how the logic of colonialism manifested itself in the formal aspects of their work. 
Galdós will show us how the internal contradictions of metropolitan Spain during the Carlist 
Wars obeyed the same logic as the governing of the remaining overseas empire. Meanwhile, 
Rizal’s first novel, Noli me tángere, reveals how those same contradictions were equally complicit 
in the colonial project.

Colonialism, while not explicitly mentioned by Galdós, manifests itself in the formal aspects of 
the novel, revealing a logic shared by internal as well as colonial contradictions. Noli me tángere, 
while thematically similar to Doña Perfecta, goes farther than Galdós in problematizing the 
Spanish liberal position, especially towards colonialism. While the realist novels of Galdós are 
an important window into 19th century Spain, Rizal’s work pushes those contradictions, thus 
revealing more fully the cultural logic of late imperial Spain.
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What would the history of World Literature look like if the Philippines were the 
starting point of that investigation? To answer this question would require a radical 
epistemological shift, re-orienting the gravity that determines the flows of literature 
(one that is analogous, but not identical, to the flows of capital) from the centers of 
modernity to the so-called “periphery” (an ironic name, given that this periphery is 
where the majority of the world actually lives). This reorientation in world literature 
would also imply a new kind of spatio-temporalization and historicity: the French 
novel or the Spanish novel are defined by time and place, yet this shift from center 
to periphery would be nothing less than the alienation from those elements (as all 
so-called “autonomous” world literature purports to be). The novel is a mediation 
between that history and the world, the particular versus the universal. The national 
traditions of the center would no longer be read just in terms of “those” nations 
and “their” national allegories (as peripheral literature has been read)1 but rather 
as subsumed by this new gravity and approached from “our” previously peripheral 
perspective, worlded, as it were, in this new way. The following essay will look at 
the Spanish novel from this perspective. Rather than looking solely at its place in 
the literary and political history of Spain, we will examine how it intersects with 
the Philippine perspective. Specifically, we will look at the often-noted connection 
between José Rizal’s Noli Me Tángere and Benito Pérez Galdós’s Doña Perfecta. 
What we will see is that Rizal’s novel represents a critical reading of the latter’s text, 
revealing the hidden epistemological and ontological depths of imperialism.  

Many critics have noted the apparent connection between José Rizal’s Noli Me 
Tángere and Benito Pérez Galdós’ novel Doña Perfecta, yet few have taken the 
time to critically analyze this apparent connection.2 In many ways it is a critical 
dead-end: as Benedict Anderson has pointed out, despite the volumes of Rizal’s 
correspondence that have been compiled and preserved,  as well as the meticulous 
cataloging of his personal library, Rizal makes no mention of Galdós or his novels 
(49). However, as Jorge Mojarro wrote in a recent op-ed, Galdós, arguably the 
greatest Spanish novelist after Cervantes, was at the zenith of his popularity 
during Rizal’s time in Madrid. Given the latter’s reputation as an omnivorous 
and rapacious bibliophile and the former’s prodigious literary output, it is nearly 
inconceivable that Rizal did not read any of  Galdos’s novels (Mojarro). Anderson 
offers a hypothesis that “Galdós, though a liberal, had nothing to say about Spanish 
imperialism. Hence, as a Filipino anti-colonialist, Rizal, in turn, had nothing to say 
about Galdós” (49). While Anderson’s assertion is not entirely true,3 we will use it 
in this essay as a point of departure to show that this silence regarding the subject 
is not without its own meaning. Stated somewhat differently, Galdós’s silence 
could communicate something about Spanish imperialism without mentioning it 
explicitly. Instead of looking at what Galdós and his contemporaries actually said 
about the colonies, we will look at what their silence conveyed.
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While not mentioning the Spanish empire per se, Doña Perfecta is deeply 
implicated in its rhetoric. What it demonstrates is how the logic of imperialism 
worked on and in the metropolis, a particular logic which was born out of the 
colonial experience for both the colonized and the colonizer. Galdós’s novel is an 
aesthetic expression of how this logic applied not only to the colonies, but the 
Peninsula as well. If we can agree with Anderson’s assertion that Rizal’s novels 
(particularly El Filibusterismo) were “a massive, ingenious transfer of real events, 
experiences, and sentiments from Spain to the Philippines,” then Doña Perfecta 
can be seen as this process in reverse (121). In other words, if Rizal’s novels transfer 
events in Spain to the Philippines, then it could be said that Galdós’s novel transfer 
events from the colonies to Spain. 

On first glance, Rizal’s Noli Me Tángere and Galdós’s Doña Perfecta share a 
strikingly similar plot. Doña Perfecta is the story of Pepe Rey, a young cosmopolitan 
liberal who, like Rizal’s Ibarra, has spent an extended period abroad in Germany 
and England. He arrives in the fictional provincial backwater of Orbajosa in 
order to marry Perfecta’s daughter Rosario. From the moment of his arrival, the 
townspeople are thoroughly antagonistic towards him. Nonetheless, their open 
hostility is coupled with his almost uncanny proclivity to unwittingly offend the 
social mores of the town, and he manages to offend nearly everyone he comes into 
contact with, including his beloved cousin. This tension reaches its zenith when an 
army sent by the central government invades the town. For the people of Orbajosa, 
Pepe, even more so than the soldiers, embodies the struggle between the central 
government and the Carlist-sympathizing province. As Perfecta states, “mi sobrino 
no es mi sobrino: es la nación oficial”4 (Galdós, Doña Perfecta 238). Pepe takes 
advantage of the army’s presence and develops a scheme to steal away Rosario. But 
on the pre-arranged evening he is killed as he tries to sneak into Rosario’s room. An 
all-out war begins between the people of Orbajosa and the troops sent by Madrid. 
Rosario goes mad and is placed in an asylum, and life in the town is irrevocably 
altered.

The historical background of Galdós’s novel is age-old the notion of las dos 
Españas—the “two Spains.” There is Perfecta’s Spain: regional, rural, traditional, 
etc., versus Pepe’s Spain: cosmopolitan, urban, modern, etc. This fracture in the 
national identity (indeed, the very breach which defined the opposing forces during 
the Carlist wars) is made clear in doña Perfecta’s words when she claims that Pepe 
represents 

esa segunda nación, compuesta de los perdidos que gobiernan en Madrid, y que se 
ha hecho dueña de la fuerza material; de esa nación aparente, porque la real es la que 
calla, paga y sufre; de esa nación ficticia que firma al pie de los decretos, y pronuncia 
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discursos, y hace una farsa de gobierno, y una farsa de autoridad, y una farsa de todo.5 
(Doña Perfecta 238)

Perfecta inserts this fight into the tradition of Spanish national identity; to take up 
arms against the troops (and Pepe) would parallel the conflict between “es cuestión 
de moros y cristianos” the townspeople of Orbajosa of course being the “Christians,” 
and the troops being the “Moors.” This brings to mind, for the contemporary reader, 
Francisco Franco’s reliance on Moroccan troops particularly during the early stages 
of the Spanish Civil War (Galdós, Doña Perfecta 239).6 

This leads us to yet another important element: imperial Spain. The entirety of 
the overseas empire which once spanned the globe was now greatly reduced from 
its historical apogee by the time of Galdós. However, the totality of the empire 
was more than the “external” colonial ultramar, rather, Imperial Spain was also an 

“internal” phenomenon, a logic of internal difference found in peninsular Spain as 
well. Like the Moroccan troops fighting in the peninsula, Doña Perfecta shows us 
these blurred frontiers between center and periphery, demonstrating the challenge, 
if not the impossibility, of defining “Spanish-ness” through its spatial or temporal 
aspects. In other words, we can think of it not as a national novel about the “two 
Spains;” it is an imperial one.    

As Edward Said has shown through his reading of Jane Austin’s Mansfield Park, 
the novelistic (particularly realist) attempt to capture the totality of a place and 
time is difficult to conceive of without colonialism, for it is so intimately tied to the 
material wealth and/or identity of the metropole.7 To be more specific, Mary Louise 
Pratt points out the shift that occurred in the mid-eighteenth century marked by:

The emergence of natural history as a structure of knowledge, and the momentum 
toward interior, as opposed to maritime, exploration. These developments . . . register 
a shift in what can be called European “planetary consciousness,” a shift that coincides 
with many others including the consolidation of bourgeois forms of subjectivity and 
power, the inauguration of a new territorial phase of capitalism propelled by searches 
for raw materials, the attempt to extend coastal trade inland, and national imperatives to 
seize overseas territory in order to prevent its being seized by rival European powers. (9)  

 New forms of knowledge (in this case “natural history”) were needed in order to 
be able to account for the new needs of the European imperial metropoles. This 
seems to go beyond Immanuel Wallerstein’s World Systems Analysis, which itself 
demonstrated how the creation of the “social sciences” (which follows a tortuous 
path from the classical faculties of theology, medicine, law, and philosophy) was 
directly tied to the economic expansion of the world at large (Wallerstein 5–10). 
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Nonetheless, Pratt’s specific contribution here is to combine imperialism with the 
aesthetic representations of those new forms of knowledge.

That being said, we should recall that, by the time of Doña Perfecta’s publication, 
the social, cultural, and political reality of Spain has developed quite differently 
from the empires that Pratt describes. The “planetary consciousness” she mentions 
suggests the optimistic expansiveness of the other European powers, rather than 
the pessimistic stagnation and contraction that defined the Spanish empire of the 
late nineteenth century. The tension between these two realities is very much the 
same as the tension between the “two Spains” (a notion which, as we will see later on, 
Rizal would be exploring in his novels). We can read Pepe then as the representative 
of this new kind of Victorian colonial thinking, and Orbajosa is representative of 
the kind of empire rooted in a colonial experience that was already anachronistic 
by the time of Galdós. So, the question remains: how would a Victorian explorer 
see the world if those colonies were to somehow disappear? 

By writing of their ersatz “discoveries,” Victorian explorers took possession of 
the land by aesthetic means. Pratt writes that “the landscape is represented as 
extremely rich in material and semantic substance,” an evaluation that transmits a 
sense of “mastery” over the space (204). This, Pratt calls, is the perspective of the 

“monarch of all I survey” (201).

We see Pepe Rey exhibiting this kind of imperious attitude towards Orbajosa 
and its environs at several early points in the novel. He tells tío Licurgo, his guide:

El aspecto de su patria de usted—dijo el caballero, examinando el panorama que 
delante tenía—no puede ser más desagradable. La histórica ciudad de Orbajosa, cuyo 
nombre es, sin duda, corrupción de Urbs augusta, parece un gran muladar.8 (Galdós, 
Doña Perfecta 25). 

Here he seems to be parodying the “monarch of all I survey” perspective: his 
position reflects the “promontory description” mentioned by Pratt, but instead of 
conveying the awe of the Victorians, he renders the landscape meaningful through 
its banality (Pratt 202). After all, we are not actually in some exotic far off land; on 
the contrary, we are, as the name of the second chapter indicates, on a “viaje por el 
corazón de España”9 (Galdós, Doña Perfecta 11). Nonetheless, by copying the form 
of this colonizing gaze, he is emphasizing the Otherness of this part of Spain, yet 
he presumes the right to judge it (“parece un gran muladar”) based on some notion 
of universal knowledge or reason. After all, he, not Licurgo, knows that the name 
Orbajosa is a corruption of its original Latin name.
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However, he is also connected on a profound level to this “other” Spain. We 
learn that his mother was originally from Orbajosa, and he has inherited her land 
there.

— ¡Mis tierras!—exclamó, con júbilo, el caballero, tendiendo la vista por los tristes 
campos que alumbraban las primeras luces de la mañana. Es la primera vez que veo el 
patrimonio que heredé de mi madre. La pobre hacía tales ponderaciones de este país y 
me contaba tantas maravillas de él, que yo, siendo niño, creía que estar aquí era estar 
en la gloria. Frutas, flores, caza mayor y menor, montes, lagos, ríos, poéticos arroyos, 
oteros pastoriles, todo lo había en los Alamillos de Bustamante, en esta tierra bendita, 
la mejor y más hermosa de todas las tierras . . . ¡Qué demonio! La gente de este país vive 
con la imaginación. Si en mi niñez, y cuando vivía con las ideas y con el entusiasmo de 
mi buena madre, me hubieran traído aquí, también me habrían parecido encantadores 
estos desnudos cerros, estos llanos polvorientos o encharcados, estas vetustas casas 
de labor, estas norias desvencijadas, cuyos cangilones lagrimean lo bastante para regar 
media docena de coles; esta desolación miserable y perezosa que estoy mirando.

— Es la mejor tierra del país—dijo el señor Licurgo.10 (14)

 The line “Qué demonio” reminds us of the “demonio de las comparaciones”11 from 
Rizal’s Noli, where Ibarra daydreams of Europe and its promises of modernity 
in the midst of the decrepitude of colonial Manila (Rizal, Noli Me Tángere 43).  
Similarly, from his promontory, Pepe laments the fact that this land, indeed his land, 
is not that exotic and utopic space imagined in his childhood. Yet despite Pepe’s 
disappointment, Licurgo, who here functions as our “native informant,” assures 
him (and the reader) that his land is the best: “y para el garbanzo es de lo que no 
hay” (Galdós, Doña Perfecta 14). This establishes an unbridgeable distance between 
Pepe’s expectations and the reality with which he is presented. Furthermore, this 
distancing shows the difference in the values between Pepe and the people of 
Orbajosa. Pepe names this contradiction “irony:”

— ¿El Cerillo de los Lirios?—dijo el caballero, saliendo de su meditación. ¡Cómo 
abundan los nombres poéticos en estos sitios tan feos! Desde que viajo por estas tierras 
me sorprende la horrible ironía de los nombres. Tal sitio que se distingue por su yermo 
aspecto y la desolada tristeza del negro paisaje se llama Valleameno. Tal villorrio de 
adobes que miserablemente se extiende sobre un llano árido y que de diversos modos 
pregona su pobreza, tiene la insolencia de nombrarse Villarrica; y hay un barranco 
pedregoso y polvoriento, donde ni los cardos encuentran jugo, y que, sin embargo, se 
llama Valdeflores. ¿Eso que tenemos delante es el Cerrillo de los Lirios? Pero ¿dónde están 
esos lirios, hombre de Dios? Yo no veo más que piedras y hierbas descoloridas. Llamen 
a eso el Cerillo de la Desolación, y hablarán a derechas. Exceptuando Villahorrenda, que 
parece ha recibido al mismo tiempo el nombre y la hechura, todo aquí es ironía. Palabras 
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hermosas, realidad prosaica y miserable. Los ciegos serían felices en este país, que para 
la lengua es paraíso y para los ojos infierno.

El señor Licurgo, o no entendió las palabras del caballero Rey, o no hizo caso de 
ellas.12  (13)

Almost like don Quixote in reverse, Pepe’s gaze is constantly undoing the 
apparent fantasy that defines this space. Licurgo ignores the supposedly “obvious” 
irony of the place’s name, thus the irony loses its function. Predating Saussure’s 
Course in General Linguistics by nearly a quarter century, Pepe’s discourse on the 

“horrible irony of names” identifies the distance between the word and its referent, 
critiquing what he perceives to be the failure of language to match the reality it 
describes. But the true irony is that between the text and the reader: unlike Licurgo, 
we do understand this irony, and are thus implicated in that relation. The reader 
is not innocently perceiving reality, but rather actively participating in its creation, 
for we see the decay that Pepe sees, and not the “paradise” of Licurgo.

The reader’s “outsider’s perspective” allows us to think of Doña Perfecta as the 
kind of “travel literature” that Pratt talks about, the major difference, of course, 
being the destination.13 Here, the ethnographic eye has been turned on the metro-
pole itself. But to put it that way does not do it justice, for it is not an ethnography 
of the entire metropole, but rather an examination of the internal Other. Yet these 
are not the powerless lumpen, but rather a not-inconsequential sector of rural so-
ciety who lived in accordance with values that had at one time been that of the 
majority. They are Other to modernity.

In one telling exchange after the arrival of the troops, Jacinto (the nephew of the 
cleric, Don Inocencio) naively claims that “Las autoridades del país . . . funcionan 
aún perfectamente”14  (193). However, nothing could be further from the truth, the 
local government has been taken apart at every level: the mayor, the provincial 
governor, and even the judges have been replaced. Most interesting, however, is the 
rumor that a corregidor will be coming. By the time of Doña Perfecta it is already 
a fascinating anachronism. The history of the corregidor is the history of Castilian 
dominance of the Iberian Peninsula, appearing whenever a region fell under 
Castille’s purview, thus also extending to the overseas colonies.15 For the modern 
reader, the word corregidor is probably most familiar for its association with the 
Philippine island of the same name, the fortified island in Manila Bay that was 
the last American holdout against the Japanese advance in World War II, named, 
obviously, for the Spanish corregidor in the Philippines. Thus, from the Philippine 
perspective, the word suggests the historical intersections of imperial domination 
(Spanish, American, and Japanese). The corregidor’s presence in Orbajosa then 
is an extension of a particular kind of domination of which Spanish imperialism 
abroad was merely an extension, “coloniality” (as Walter Mignolo and Aníbal 
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Quijano might call it16). But while that refers to the epistemological hierarchies 
imposed on colonial subjects abroad, we can see here its logic being adapted and 
reintroduced back into the imperial metropole. The supposedly liberal authorities 
have turned into their opposite: they will suspend their own beliefs, their own 
universal and enlightened ideology, in order to bring the province under control. 
The narrator does not condemn these actions, and leads the reader to believe that 
the punishment is just.  

We can critique the narrator’s mediating role in the story. Although Pepe is the 
“monarch of all he surveys,” so too is the narrator. At times the reader is unsure if 
the “imperial gaze” is Pepe’s or the narrator’s. What this means then is that if part 
of the novel’s intent is for us to take a critical view of this gaze, it is made more 
difficult by the fact that the gaze itself is built into the text. After Pepe sees his 
properties for the first time, the narrator intervenes:

Tomaron de nuevo el camino real. Ya la luz del día, entrando en alegre irrupción por 
todas las ventanas y claraboyas del hispano horizonte, inundó de esplendorosa claridad 
los campos. El inmenso cielo sin nubes parecía agrandarse más y alejarse de la tierra 
para verla y en su contemplación recrearse desde más alto. La desolada tierra sin árboles, 
pajiza a trechos, a trechos de color gredoso, dividida toda en triángulos y cuadriláteros 
amarillos o negruzcos, pardos o ligeramente verdegueados, semejaban en cierto modo a 
la capa del harapiento que se pone al sol. Sobre aquella capa miserable, el cristianismo y 
el islamismo habían trabado épicas batallas. Gloriosos campos, sí; pero los combates de 
antaño les habían dejado horribles.

—Me parece que hoy picará el sol, señor Licurgo—dijo el caballero.17 (16)

This is one of the moments where it is unclear whether the narrator speaks for 
himself or if he is describing Pepe’s thoughts. The description of the sections of 
barren land as “triangular” and “quadrilateral” seems to fit Pepe, given that he is 
an engineer. Moreover, the entire passage begins with a description of the sunrise, 
which connects with Pepe’s banal observation (which in keeping with character is 
actually a forecast) of the day’s weather. 

However, that same link may only imply a connection between the narrator’s 
observation of the sunrise and Pepe’s. The latter’s mundane and haughty observation 
of the weather does not really match the almost poetic description of the sunrise 
and the landscape, nor the grandiose historical observation of the “epic battles” 
fought there by Muslims and Christians. If it is the narrator’s own voice, he shares 
at least some of Pepe’s disdain for the barrenness of the land. Like the reader, he too 
is incapable of seeing the same thing as the people of Orbajosa. Pepe, the narrator, 
and the reader all expect to see trees, but instead we are greeted by this seemingly 
barren soil. But, as don Inocencio later points out, “no todas las tierras sirven 
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para todos los árboles” (76). The “tree in inadequate soil” trope is commonplace in 
realism,18 but it also has a literal meaning here: “we” are disappointed by the lack 
of trees and presume decay and infertility. However, Licurgo and the others see a 
fertile paradise that is beyond “our” ability to grasp. What the narrator sees, what 
Pepe sees, what the readers see: we are on the other side of the ideological divide 
that defines this space. 

This is evident too in how the “epic battles” of the reconquista are almost 
intentionally (or ironically) misrecognized as the cause of this apparent desolation. 
This voice chooses to believe that a battle several centuries earlier has scorched the 
earth and prevented the land from ever returning to its prior fecundity. What that 
voice misses is the actual, underlying meaning of the battle itself: that Muslims 
and Christians had placed some value there, even if we think about it on strictly 
an ideological level (i.e., religious difference, etc.). In other words, the voice 
precludes the possibility of an alternative value system that would thus render the 
land meaningful. It therefore participates in the logic of the “civilizing” mission of 
imperialism. 

Despite the occasional ambiguity between the narrator’s and Pepe’s perspectives, 
there are instances where it is clearly the narrator’s voice. As Licurgo and Pepe 
arrive in Orbajosa, the narrator intervenes. It is worth quoting in its entirety:

Apareció a los ojos de entrambos apiñado y viejo caserío asentado en una loma, y 
del cual se destacaban algunas negras torres y la ruinosa fábrica de un despedazado 
castillo en lo más alto. Un amasijo de paredes deformes, de casuchas de tierra, pardas 
y polvorosas como el suelo que formaba la base, con algunos fragmentos de almenadas 
murallas, a cuyo amparo mil chozas humildes alzaban sus miserables frontispicios de 
adobes, semejantes a caras anémicas y hambrientas que pedían una limosna al pasajero. 
Pobrísimo río ceñía, como un cinturón de hojalata, el pueblo, refrescando al pasar 
algunas huertas, única frondosidad que alegraba la vista. Entraba y salía la gente en 
caballerías o a pie, y el movimiento humano, aunque pequeño, daba cierta apariencia 
vital a aquella gran morada, cuyo aspecto arquitectónico era más bien de ruina y muerte 
que de progreso y vida. Los innumerables y repugnantes mendigos que se arrastraban a 
un lado y otro del camino, pidiendo el óbolo del pasajero, ofrecían lastimoso espectáculo. 
No podían verse existencias que mejor encajaran en las grietas de aquel sepulcro, donde 
una ciudad estaba no sólo enterrada, sino también podrida. Cuando nuestros viajeros se 
acercaban, algunas campanas, tocando desacordemente, indicaban con su expresivo son 
que aquella momia tenía todavía un alma.

Llamábase Orbajosa, ciudad que no en Geograf ía caldea o copta, sino la de España, 
figura con 7.324 habitantes, Ayuntamiento, sede episcopal, Juzgado, Seminario, Depósito 
de caballos sementales, Instituto de segunda enseñanza y otras prerrogativas oficiales.19 
(23–24)
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The narrator distances himself here from both Pepe and Licurgo to establish 
the autonomy of his own voice. However, the narrator, like Pepe, is the “master 
of all he surveys,” and his description of Orbajosa is from the same promontory 
position that Pratt describes, though unlike Pepe this view is from an even higher 
up position, an omniscient “god’s eye” perspective. Through his descriptions we 
now see clearly that his autonomous voice is very much like Pepe’s, as it is based 
on the same set of assumptions. This perspective is not so much “sociological” 
(which Wallerstein defines as studying internal “otherness”); rather, the people of 
Orbajosa are construed “anthropologically:” irredeemably primitive and existing 
on a completely different spatial and temporal plane. As in the novels of Mesonero 
Romanos and the Cosumbrista tradition (whose influence on Galdós is well 
documented20), the attempt here is to preserve and potentially sublate a moment 
caught in the dialectical shift towards modernity.

The narrator goes on to assure us that the city is not in the Orient, which is ironic, 
given that Pepe and Licurgo’s arrival is presented similarly to how the explorers 
in the desert are usually portrayed. To speak precisely, the narrator’s reference to 

“Chaldean” or “Coptic” geography (Syrian or Egyptian, respectively) is meant as a 
kind of hyperbole: to emphasize the Otherness of the city, he compares it to these 
extreme examples. 

However, at the same time, the reference to Chaldeans and Copts is also telling 
because the terms specifically refer to Christian groups living in the Middle East.21 
Orbajosa being compared to a Chaldean or Coptic city then seems to imply that it 
is “other,” but not so radically as if it were really a Muslim city. Still, the hyperbole 
only functions because of that notion of the mythic “Orient.” Orbajosa is a city of 
the Orient; very tellingly, Galdós does not place the city in Spain’s colonies. Instead, 
he employs the oriental motif (which, if we are to believe Said’s ground-breaking 
model, is more associated with the British or French). The Spanish colonies still 
remain repressed in the text, and his reference to the Orient is in some sense a way 
to ‘other’ the city without having to address the colonial question. 

Like Pepe and his presumption of expertise over local knowledge, the narrator 
can tell us the precise number of inhabitants (“7,324”) of Orbajosa; it is unlikely, if 
not impossible, for the locals to be able to rattle off the same number. But for the 
narrator, Orbajosa itself is something that can be known in its totality; besides 
the exact population, he can also list the city’s contents: a city hall, a bishopric, a 
court, a seminary, etc. Yet these are all trappings of “civilization,” what he calls 
prerrogativas oficiales (evidence of what Heidegger would call “calculative thinking” 
and its close association with the expression of modernity). For all the narrator’s 
expertise, he is incapable of actually “seeing” the place on its own terms; in the 
end he can only “recognize” that with which he is already familiar, in this case 
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the expression of the power of the state. It is vaguely reminiscent of Columbus’s 
references to the mezquitas of the New World: lacking the vocabulary to describe 
what was really before him, he was forced to rely on this imperfect analogy. 

That being said, we should be clear that there are very real distinctions between 
Orbajosa and the colonial towns and cities of Latin America, which, as Henri 
Lefebvre writes in The Production of Social Space, embodied a “strictly hierarchical 
organization of space:” 

From the inevitable Plaza Mayor a grid extends indefinitely in every direction. 
Each square or rectangular lot has its own function assigned to it, while inversely 
each function is assigned its own place at a greater or lesser distance from the central 
square: church, administrative buildings, town gates, squares, streets, port installations, 
warehouses, town hall, and so on. Thus a high degree of separation is superimposed 
upon a homogenous space. (151) 

The narrator’s description of Orbajosa may superficially resemble that of a colonial 
town; however, Lefebvre continues: “geometrical urban space in Latin America 
was intimately bound up with a process of extortion and plunder serving the 
accumulation of wealth in Western Europe” (152). The colonial town may have 
been a foreign imposition, yet its logic (visual and otherwise) is nonetheless based 
on the Spanish towns those early settlers left behind. Thus, the difference between 
Orbajosa and colonial towns actually points to their similarity: those towns in the 
metropole were also organized according to the same hierarchies. Colonial logic 
was an extension of the logic of the metropole.

Prior to this moment, Pepe has seen desolation and emptiness where others see 
plenitude, a perspective resembling the Victorian-era scramble for African colonies 
that Pratt speaks of, a seemingly barren land whose value is determined solely by 
the possibilities of future exploitation. Here, however, we shift to another kind of 
gaze, rather than emptiness, he sees decadence: like Said’s “Orient,” it is an ancient 
and once-great civilization, now defined, in Pepe’s words, by “ruin and death.” 
These two distinct views of colonial “otherness” occurring within peninsular Spain 
are juxtaposed with the contemporary reality of Spanish overseas colonialism (of 
which Rizal will later remind us), creating a unique tension within the colonial 
logic that is misrecognized, yet in a sense, central to Doña Perfecta.

The last chapter, a mere two sentences, neatly concludes the story: “Esto se 
acabó. Es cuanto por ahora podemos decir de las personas que parecen buenas y 
no lo son”22 (Galdós, Doña Perfecta 300). This line seems to refer to doña Perfecta 
herself, an indictment of her hypocrisy and really an indictment of the cruelty 
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exhibited by the people of Orbajosa, which has resulted in Pepe’s death. Anthony 
Zahareas writes:

The terse finale is a guide to what really happened in the novel, as if, perhaps, readers 
have not really gotten the point of the chain of events. Its impetus comes from the 
author’s nagging concern that, as with all histories, an important, verifiable event may 
be misunderstood in the midst of sweeping verdicts and confusing interpretations. (319)

He is correct in identifying the problem as, in his own words, “the well-known 
commonplace of ‘appearance v. reality’” (323). This, however, concedes the truth 
to this narrative voice. Zahareas is concerned with the implicit cover-up of Pepe’s 
murder by the people of Orbajosa and how the narrator deals with it. However, 
we must note that this finale, in a dialectical turn, also threatens to undo itself: 
although it may be Galdós’s intent to (rightly) show the hypocrisy of Orbajosa, it 
also demonstrates the impossibility of telling such a truth. The end attempts, as 
Zahareas says, to be a “guide to what really happened,” but it can also be applied to 
the narrator himself (323). His omniscient voice is presumed to be impartial; he is 
a neutral “historian,” in Zahareas’s assessment. But, as we have seen time and time 
again, this fails to account for those ideological presuppositions that underpin his 
perspective. Thus, the narrator himself gets caught up in this game of appearances 
without even realizing it.

Later on in the novel, the narrator begins chapter 26 by making some very telling 
remarks. He says:

Nada más entretenido que buscar el origen de los sucesos interesantes que nos 
asombran o perturburan, ni nada más grato que encontrarlo. Cuando vemos arrebatadas 
pasiones en lucha encubierta o manifiesta, y llevados del natural impulso inductivo que 
acompaña siempre a la observación humana, logramos descubrir la oculta fuente de 
donde aquel revuelto río ha traído sus aguas, sentimos un gozo muy parecido al de los 
geógrafos y buscadores de tierras.23 (Galdós, Doña Perfecta 245)

The narrator’s task is to uncover what has been hidden in the story. It is a critical 
method, in a sense, but its end, according to the narrator, is “entertainment.” The end 
result of this “natural impulse” to inquire into the nature of things is our pleasure, 
a pleasure compared to that of the “geographers” and explorers. The imperial gaze 
is no longer merely alluded to; it is in fact made explicit.

Brian Dendle mentions, somewhat in passing, that the readers of 1876 would 
have been able to identify both Pepe’s and the narrator’s connection to the explorers 
of Africa (56). The point here is that this is not merely a rhetorical device; the 
narrator is not employing it ironically in order to achieve some effect. That may be 
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true to some extent, but we really should understand it as the substratum of truth 
in the novel. Or, to put it differently, it reveals the epistemological foundation upon 
which truth can be revealed.

Although Pepe is the nominal protagonist of the story, there is very much 
an element of the “antihero” as well. We may agree with Pepe’s politics and be 
sympathetic towards his progressive and “modern” leanings, but his flaws are 
quickly established in the novel. Unlike the generally politic and deferential Ibarra, 
Pepe manages to offend nearly everyone in Orbajosa. As we saw in the passages 
cited above, Pepe speaks disparagingly of the land to Licurgo, who (as of yet) has 
not really done anything to offend Pepe other than simply be from this area. Even 
when consciously trying to be inoffensive, he imprudently allows himself, almost 
without fail, to be drawn out by the others (typically don Inocencio) and ends 
up offending even more people as the story crescendos. Dendle cites María Pilar 
Aparici Llanas’s conclusion that Galdós (or perhaps the narrator) is only ironic 
towards Pepe as a “person” while still agreeing with the ideological principles of 
Pepe as a liberal cosmopolitan (56). In that sense, the narrator’s ambiguity can 
be read allegorically as a warning, not against the actual beliefs Pepe held, but of 
the way in which they are presented to the Other. Yet this does not problematize 
the presuppositions in these beliefs. If that were the case, Galdos seems to be 
arguing against a kind of “colonization,” one that is ideologically sound but is 
made incorrect due to the technique utilized by Pepe and the machinations of the 

“nación official.” We distance ourselves even more from Pepe as he colludes with 
the troops in order to more firmly oppress the townsfolk and ransom Rosario. Yet, 
what goes unquestioned is how these events are based on the logic expressed by 
the narrator. Pepe, the troops, the Guardia Civil: all these things are implicated by 
this gaze, and although the narrator may distance himself from their actions, he 
never disavows his own way of seeing. Whatever the ambiguities of his position 
that several critics have pointed out, here he is very clear. Galdós too participates 
in the web of appearances by misrecognizing colonial logic. 

Six years prior to the publication of Doña Perfecta, Galdós published his 
manifesto “Observaciones sobre la novela contemporanea española.” He writes: 

 
La clase media, la olvidada de nuestros novelistas es el gran modelo, la fuente 

inagotable, la base del orden social: ella asume por su iniciativa e inteligencia la soberanía 
de las naciones, y en ella está el hombre del XIX con sus virtudes y sus vicios, su noble 
e insaciable aspiración, su afán de reformas, su actividad pasmosa. La novela moderna 
de costumbres ha de ser la expresión de cuanto bueno y malo existe en el fondo de 
esa clase, de la incesante agitación que la elabora . . . La grande aspiración del arte 
literario en nuestro tiempo es dar forma a todo esto.24 (“Observaciones Sobre La Novela 
Contemporánea” 112)
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It is not necessary to collapse the narrator’s voice with that of Galdós to see how 
Doña Perfecta is this very attempt at giving form to this ideology, which is also 
apparently Pepe’s. It seems then that the narrator’s perspective is not ironic or 
critical; instead, it is part and parcel of the novel’s enterprise.

Up to this point, we have been looking at the colonial presence in the form of 
the novel, but Galdós claims that the perspective of the middle class is that implied 

“third” term around which the novel revolves. We should remember, however, that 
the colonial project and social class relations are intimately linked: colonial logic is 
the logic of capital. The conflict between Pepe and the townspeople of Orbajosa is 
ostensibly defined by a difference of cultures (religion, customs, manners of speech, 
etc.), but in reality, this misses the larger picture. We find out that don Inocencio’s 
active opposition towards Pepe, which had caused dona Perfecta to turn against 
her nephew, is the result of the machinations of his niece Maria Remedios, who 
has sought to unite Rosario and her son Jacinto. This was done in order to climb 
the social ladder of Orbajosa, which dona Perfecta represents as its absolute peak. 
Moreover, it is doña Perfecta herself that insists on the cultural difference between 
Pepe and Orbajosa. Yet, as we know, she is not actually from Orbajosa. In fact, she 
is only there because of her late husband’s financial ruin; she has been supported 
subsequently by Pepe’s father. She still claims to have good relations with her 
friends in Madrid (even using one of those connections to have Pepe fired from 
his job). By insisting on the cultural differences, she is misdirecting the people of 
Orbajosa in order to preserve her own status in the town. In other words, doña 
Perfecta, as a member (supposedly) of the “colonized” is using the fight against 
Pepe and the central authority in order to in fact maintain colonial order. The real 
difference between doña Perfecta and Pepe is that she is able to understand and 
manipulate the motivations of the townspeople. In reality, she too is a “colonizer.” 

In the last chapter of Capital, Marx states that the colonies reveal the “truth about 
capitalist relations in the mother country” (932). Just as the colonies are the site of 
ideological struggle between the “two Spains,” Orbajosa is the battlefield between 
competing ideas that are really native to the central ruling classes. The struggle 
between doña Perfecta and Pepe Rey is, in the end, the outward manifestation of 
this positive or negative relationship in the centers of economic and political power.      

Rizal must have understood this. His education and experience abroad led him 
to embrace the modernity of Northern Europe while “backward” Spain was his 
cultural home. Of course, this was mediated by the fact of his Philippine birth, a 
colonized identity and perspective that allowed him to see past the supposedly 
emancipatory rhetoric contained within these discourses and perceive the dark 
core therein. This is the contradiction at the heart of Rizal’s work. Perhaps more 
importantly than simply identifying what was already commonplace and banal 
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by his time, his true and somewhat unacknowledged importance was to identify 
the contradictions of progress itself. In his novels, the liberals are depicted with 
a subtle irony that seems to show an admiration for their beliefs, yet also reveals 
their oppressive role in the colonial project. This is precisely the silence of Galdós: 
the liberal and universal project can be just as oppressive (if it lends itself to what 
Weber or Horkheimer would call ‘instrumental reason’). However, Galdós has 
misrecognized the problem as one of method as opposed to actual belief. Thus, he 
can get away with seeming to condemn at least a certain kind of colonialism, yet 
still participate in its structures.

The question then is whether or not Rizal himself is guilty of the very same. 
After all, he too is writing a nineteenth-century realist novel. If we look carefully, 
something very interesting occurs: he in fact does appropriate colonial discourse, 
only to transform it into its opposite. Take for example the beginning of chapter 20 
of the Noli, “La junta en el tribunal:”

Era una sala de doce á quince metros de larga por ocho á diez de ancha. Sus muros, 
blanqueados de cal, estaban cubiertos de dibujos al carbón, más o menos feos más o 
menos indecentes, con inscripciones que completaban su sentido. En un rincón y 
adosados ordenadamente al muro, se veían unos diez viejos fusiles de chispa entre sables 
roñosos, espadines y talibones: aquello era el armamento de los cuadrilleros.

En un estremo de la sala, que adornan sucias cortinas rojas, se escondía colgado de la 
pared el retrato de S. M.; debajo del retrato, sobre una tarima de madera, un viejo sillón 
abría sus destrozados brazos; delante, una grande mesa de madera, manchada de tinta, 
picada y tallada de inscripciones y monogramas, como muchas mesas de las tabernas 
alemanas que frecuentan los estudiantes. Bancos y sillas desvencijadas completaban el 
mueblaje.

Esta es la sala de las sesiones, del tribunal, de la tortura etc. Aquí conversan ahora 
las autoridades del pueblo y de los barrios: el partido de los ancianos no se mezcla con 
el de los jóvenes, y unos y otros no se pueden sufrir: representan el partido conservador 
y el liberal, sólo que sus luchas adquieren en los pueblos un carácter estremado.25 (Rizal, 
Noli Me Tángere 95)

The narrator here shares with the narrator of Doña Perfecta a sense of mastery 
over the viewed object: he knows the precise dimensions of this space just as the 
Orbajosa’s population is converted into the positivist raw statistics in Galdós’s novel. 
Moreover, the description of the room shares many of the same characteristics of 
Orbajosa: it is a space of decay and violence. The narrator is also passing judgment 
on the objects he sees, and his language seems to have no pretense to neutrality; 
the drawings are ‘ugly’ and ‘indecent,’ and the graffiti-covered table resembles those 
found in German pubs. 
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Then he reveals the paradox: we are in fact in a place of imperial power. It is the 
place of law, which in turn is the place of torture, “etc.”—this “etc.” being particularly 
telling. The fact that the court is also the torture chamber (quite literally, as we see 
later when someone is actually tortured to death there) is presented as a banality; 
torture is just one of the various functions of the place. The rule of law is also, quite 
simply, the rule of violence. 

What we are seeing is a critical re-appropriation of the form used by Galdós. 
Rizal takes and uses the imperial gaze to look back at its source. Despite Rizal’s later 
(and controversial) protestation to the contrary,26 his novel is formally subversive, 
for it is his very technique which implies the colonized subject’s mastery over 
the very symbols of empire: on one hand a true understanding of the seat of legal 
authority, on the other, the novel’s form itself. This “deconstruction” of space goes 
beyond the realist intent to show an unmediated reality by laying bare the actual 
mechanism of its construction, a space which is, as Lefebvre writes, “not a thing 
but rather a set of relations between things (objects and products)” (83). Thus, we 
can see Rizal’s novelistic technique as being a formal anticolonial methodology, 
precursor to the global and modern problematics of future Filipino writers.27

With that in mind, we can return to the question posed at the beginning about 
world literature from the Philippine perspective. In his essay “Modernism and 
Imperialism” Fredric Jameson states that:

Colonialism means that a significant structural segment of the economic system 
as a whole is now located elsewhere; beyond the metropolis, outside of daily life and 
existential experience of the home country, in colonies over the water whose own life 
experiences and life world—very different from that of the imperial power—remain 
unknown and unimaginable for the subjects of the imperial power, whatever social class 
they may belong to. (“Modernism and Imperialism” 50–51) 

The 1885 Berlin conference changed the economic structure of these European 
imperial powers, as these nations no longer contained their own totality.28 
Modernism becomes for these nations the aesthetic attempt to depict this new 
reality. Yet for Spain, now in the final, waning moments of its imperial period, the 
realities of a colonial economy had long been central to the national project. They 
were, in a profound sense, a part of everyday life in the metropole.

“Orientalism,” writes Amir Mufti, “is the name of the cultural logic of colonial 
rule in the post-industrial revolution era, that is, the cultural logic of the bourgeois 
order in its outward or nondomestic orientation” (22, italics in original). Yet, as we 
have seen in Doña Perfecta, this orientalist perspective could also be used to look 
inward at the internal Other, showing us to what extent that “imperial gaze” had 
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been assimilated on a narrative level: Galdós’s writing engages colonialism without 
saying it by its name. Rizal, arguably the most important colonial novelist of the 
period, employed a style closely resembling that of Galdós, revealing how those 
formal literary aspects had concealed and obfuscated that assimilation. 

We must then move beyond those models which view “peripheral” literary 
production as a “compromise between foreign form and local materials” (Moretti 
52). Even (or perhaps, especially) in the Spanish case, the notions of “foreign” and 

“local” are too messy, too imprecise, to be of use. Moretti concedes that, in fact, all 
literary traditions emerge as a “compromise” or “interference” between the local 
and foreign (116–117). Nonetheless, he goes on to say: “if there is a strong, systematic 
constraint exerted by some literatures over the others (and we all seem to agree 
there is), then we should be able to recognize its effects within literary form itself” 
(Moretti 117, italics in original). But the notion of “systematic constraints” must go 
beyond literature; in this case it is the epistemology of colonialism that imposes 
itself on the form of Doña Perfecta rather than a question of literary influence on 
the part of Rizal. 

Instead of the genealogies of “interference” or influence, perhaps we can begin 
to think of this kind of world literature in terms of its specific function. Rizal, 
along with other writers of the global south, engage in what Pheng Cheah calls the 

“reworlding of the world,” or the “normative projection of world literature” (194). 
“Decolonization,” he writes, “is precisely an attempt to open up a world that is 
different from the colonial world” (Cheah 194). As Rizal himself said in his famous 
speech honoring Juan Luna and Félix Resurreción Hidalgo:

Los límites de la España no son ni el Atlántico, ni el Cantábrico, ni el Mediterráneo 
– mengua sería que el agua opusiese un dique a su grandeza, a su pensamiento. España 
está allí, allí donde deja sentir su influencia bienhechora, y aunque desapareciese su 
bandera, quedaría su recuerdo, eterno, imperecedero. ¿Qué hace un pedazo de tela roja 
y amarilla, qué hacen los fusiles y los cañones, allí donde un sentimiento de amor, de 
cariño, no brota; allí donde no hay fusión de ideas, unidad de principios, concordancia 
de opiniones?29  (Poesía Completa, Ensayos Escogidos 351)

This profoundly utopian vision subverts the geography of colonialism in favor of an 
ethical ideal. What Cheah seems to suggest is that the history of world literature 
from the perspective of nations like the Philippines would not be a “history” at 
all. In lieu of those models which are oriented towards the past, this new, future-
oriented, paradigm would seek possibilities rather than origins. Rizal “reworlds” 
the realism of Galdós towards the full expression of its emancipatory potential.30 



Castroverde / “Esa segunda nación”� 358

Kritika Kultura 37 (2021): 358–363� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

Notes

1.	 See Jameson, Fredric. “Third World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism.” 
Allegory and Ideology, Verso, 2019, pp. 159–186.  

2.	 A notable exception being Encarnación, Anacleta M., “‘Doña Perfecta’ and ‘Noli Me 
Tángere:’ Coincidence Not Influence.” Solidarity, vol. 5, no. 12, 1970, pp. 29–35. She 
claims that Rizal’s novel is superior to Galdós because the former’s more careful attempt 
to reflect reality “vibrates more with the fullness of living” (35).

3.	 See Rodgers, Eamonn. “Galdós, Europe and the Regeneration of Spain.” Bulletin of 
Spanish Studies, vol. 82, no. 3–4, 2005, pp. 465–484. Specifically, Rodgers mentions 
Galdós’s remarks on the Caroline islands as well as his backhanded praise for Juan Luna’s 
painting Lepanto which still hangs in the Spanish senate. Besides being one of Rizal’s 
closest associates and brother to one of the most important generals of the Philippine 
Revolution (Antonio Luna), Juan Luna is considered to be one of the most important 
artists in Philippine history. The mutual silence of Rizal and Galdós is, thus, made much 
more intriguing.

4.	“My nephew is not my nephew; he is the official nation” (253-254). All translated passages 
of the novel in this essay are from the earliest English version (Galdós, Benito Pérez, 
Doña Perfecta. Translated by Mary J. Serrano, Harper & Brothers, 1895).

5.	“That second nation, composed of the scoundrels who govern in Madrid, and who have 
made themselves masters of its material strength; of that apparent nation—for the real 
nation is the one that is silent, that pays and suffers; of that fictitious nation that signs 
decrees and pronounces discourses and makes a farce of government, and a farce of 
authority, and a farce of every thing” (254). 

6.	 See Tuma Ali Al. “The Participation of Moorish Troops in the Spanish Civil War.” War 
and Society, vol. 2, 2011, pp. 91–107.

7.	 See Said, Edward. Culture and Imperialism. Vintage, 1994.
8.	“‘The appearance of your native city,’ said the young man, examining the panorama spread 

out before him, ‘could not be more disagreeable. The historic city of Orbajosa, whose 
name is no doubt a corruption of Urbs Augusta, looks like a great dunghill’” (20).

9.	“A Journey in the Heart of Spain” (5)
10.	“‘My lands!’ exclaimed the traveler joyfully, gazing at the melancholy fields illumined by 

the early morning light. ‘For the first time, I see the patrimony which I inherited from 
my mother. The poor woman used to praise this country so extravagantly, and tell me so 
many marvelous things about it when I was a child, that I thought that to be here was to 
be in heaven. Fruits, flowers, game, large and small; mountains, lakes, rivers, romantic 
streams, pastoral hills, all were to be found in the Poplars of Bustamante; in this favored 
land, the best and most beautiful on the earth. But what is to be said? The people of 
this place live in their imaginations. If I had been brought here in my youth, when I 
shared the ideas and the enthusiasm of my dear mother, I suppose that I, too, would 
have been exchanged with these bare hills, these arid or marshy plains, these dilapidated 
farmhouses, these rickety norias, whose buckets drip water enough to sprinkle half a 
dozen cabbages, this wretched and barren desolation that surrounds me.’
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‘It is the best land in the country,’” said Señor Licurgo. (8)
11.	 For a more in-depth analysis of that scene, see Anderson, Benedict. Under Three Flags: 

Anarchism and the Anti-Colonial Imagination. Verso, 2005., p. 32.
12.	“‘The Hill of the Lilies,’ repeated the cavalier, emerging from his reverie. ‘How abundant 

beautiful names are in these unattractive localities! Since I have been travelling in this 
part of the country the terrible irony of the names is a constant surprise to me. Some 
place that is remarkable for its barren aspect and the desolate sadness of the landscape 
is called Valleameno. Some wretched mud-walled village stretched on a barren plain 
and proclaiming its poverty in diverse ways has the insolence to call itself Villarica; and 
some arid and stony ravine, where not even the thistles can find nourishment, calls itself, 
nevertheless, Valdeflores. That hill in front of us is the Hill of the Lilies? But where, in 
heaven’s name, are the lilies? I see nothing but stones and withered grass. Call it Hill of 
Desolation, and you will be right. With the exception of Villahorrenda, whose appearance 
corresponds with its name, all is irony here. Beautiful words, a prosaic and mean reality. 
The blind would be happy in this country, which for the tongue is a paradise and for the 
eyes a hell’ Señor Licurgo either did not hear the young man’s words, or, hearing, he paid 
no attention to them.” (8)

13.	 I would note too that an argument could be made for Pepe as an Indiano. Although 
this term referred exclusively to the Europeans who made their fortune in the colonies 
and then returned to the metropole, Pepe follows much the same trajectory (though 
without leaving Spain). See Copeland, Eva María. “Empire, Nation, and the Indiano in 
Galdós’s ‘Tormento’ and ‘La Loca De La Casa.’” Hispanic Review, 2012. Here she argues 
that indiano “is intertwined with anxieties about empire and national identity in late 
nineteenth-century texts”

14.	“The authorities of the place . . . still exercise their functions as usual.” (205)
15.	 See González Alonso, Benjamin. El Corregidor Castellano (1348–1808). Instituto de 

Estudios Administrativos, 1970.
16.	 See Quijano, Anibal. “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America.” Nepantla: 

Views from South, vol. 1, no. 3, 2000, pp. 533–580.
17.	“They turned again into the high-road. The morning sunshine, pouring joyously through 

all the gates and balconies of the Spanish horizon, had now inundated the fields with 
brilliant light. The wide sky, undimmed by a single cloud, seemed to grow wider and to 
recede further from the earth, in order to contemplate it, and rejoice in the contemplation, 
from a greater height. The desolate, treeless land, straw-colored at intervals, at intervals 
of the color of chalk, and all cut up into triangles and quadrilaterals, yellow or black, gray 
or pale green, bore a fanciful resemblance to a beggar’s cloak spread out in the sun. On 
that miserable cloak Christianity and Islamism had fought with each other epic battles. 
Glorious fields, in truth, but the combats of the past had left them hideous!

‘I think we shall have a scorching day, Señor Licurgo,’ said the young man, loosening his 
cloak a little.” (11)

18.	 Off the top of my head, I can think of the expression being used in Clarín’s La regenta as 
well as Rizal’s Noli to name just two examples.

19.	“The travelers came in sight of an ancient-looking town seated on the slope of a hill, from 
the midst of shoe closely clustered houses arose many dark towers, and, on a height 
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above it, the ruins of a dilapidated castle. Its base was formed by a mass of shapeless 
walls, of mud hovels, gray and sooty looking as the soil, together with some fragments 
of turreted walls, in whose shelter about a thousand humble huts raised their miserable 
adobe fronts, like anemic and hungry faces demanding an alms from the passer-by. A 
shallow river surrounded the town, like a girdle of tin, refreshing, in its course, several 
gardens, the only vegetation that cheered the eye. People were going into and coming 
out of the town, on horseback and on foot, and the human movement, although not 
great, gave some appearance of life to that great dwelling-place whose architectural 
aspect was rather that of ruin and death that of progress and life. The innumerable and 
repulsive-looking beggars who dragged themselves on either side of the road asking the 
obolus from the passer-by, presented a pitiful spectacle. It would be impossible to see 
beings more in harmony with, or better suited to the fissures of that sepulcher in which 
a city was not only buried but gone to decay. As our travelers approached the town, a 
discordant peal of bells gave token with their expressive sound, that that mummy had 
still a soul. 

It was called Orbajosa, a city that figures, not in the Chaldean or Coptic geography, but 
in that of Spain, with 7324 inhabitants, a town-hall, and episcopal seat, a court-house, a 
seminary, a stock farm, a high school, and other official prerogatives.” (19–20)

20.	 See Gilman, Stephen. Galdós and the Art of the European Novel: 1867–1887. Princeton 
University Press, 1981, p. 29.

21.	 More than just generically Christian, the Chaldean and Coptic Churches are in 
full communion with Rome and use their respective unique, non-Latin Rites. Very 
interestingly, one of the very few places in the West where a native non-Latin rite 
tradition is currently practiced is Spain, where the Mozarabic rite is still used in a few 
churches (especially in the cathedral of Toledo) on special occasions.   

22.	“Our story is ended. This is all we have to say for the present concerning persons who 
seem, but are not good” (319)

23.	“There is nothing more entertaining than to search for the cause of some interesting event 
which surprises or agitates us, and nothing more satisfactory than to discover it. When, 
seeing violent passions in open or concealed conflict, and led by the natural intuitive 
impulse which always accompanies human observation we succeed in discovering the 
hidden source from which that turbulent river had derived its waters, we experience 
a sensation very similar to the delight of the explorer of the discoverer of an unknown 
land.” (261)

24.	“The middle class, forgotten by our novelists, is the great model, the inexhaustible source, 
the base of the social order: it assumes by its initiative and intelligence the sovereignty of 
nations, and in it is the man of the nineteenth century, with his virtues and his vices, his 
noble and insatiable aspiration, his desire for reform, his amazing activity. The modern 
novel of customs must be the expression of how much good and bad exists at the bottom 
of that class, of the incessant agitation that elaborates it . . . The great aspiration of literary 
art in our time is to give shape to all this.” (My translation)

25.	“The room was twelve to fifteen meters long and eight to ten meters wide. Its walls were 
whitewashed, and covered with charcoal drawings, which were somewhat ugly, and 
somewhat indecent, with captions that completed the scene. In one corner, about ten 
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flintlock rifles were lined up and leaning against the wall among dirty sabers, espadines, 
and tailbones: these were the arms of the Civil Guard.	

Dirty red drapes adorned one end of the room, where a partly hidden portrait of His 
Majesty hung on the wall. Beneath the portrait, above a wooden platform, and old 
armchair opened its broken arms. In front stood a large, wooden desk, ink-stained, 
pocked and carved with inscriptions and initials, like many a table in the German taverns 
frequented by students. Benches and rickety chairs completed the furnishings.

This is the city hall session room, the torture room. This is where the town and 
neighborhood authorities deliberate. The party of the old doesn’t mix with the party of 
the young: they can’t bear each other. They represent the conservative and the liberal 
elements, and their struggles in these towns take on a character of extremes.” Rizal, José. 
Noli Me Tangere. translated by Harold Augenbraum, Penguin, 2006.

26.	 See Retana, W.E. The Trial of Rizal: W.E. Retana’s Transcription of the Official Spsanish 
Documents. translated by Horacio de la Costa, Ateneo de Manila UP, 1996. 

27.	 See Park, Paula C. “Transpacific Intercoloniality: Rethinking the Globality of Philippine 
Literature in Spanish.” Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies, vol. 20, no. 1–2, 2019, pp. 
83–97;  Villaescusa-Illán, Irene. “Visions of Global Modernity in Hispano-Filipino 
Literature.” Other Globes: Past and Peripheral Imaginations of Globalization, edited by 
Simon Ferdinand, Irene Villaescusa-Illán, and Esther Peeren, Palgrave, 2019.

28.	 See Rodgers, Eamonn. “Galdós, Europe and the Regeneration of Spain.” Bulletin of 
Spanish Studies, vol. 82, no. 3–4, 2005, pp. 465–484. According to Rodgers, Spain was 
invited to the conference, but the “Spanish delegates had little or no influence on the 
outcome” (478).

29.	“The boundaries of Spain are neither the Atlantic nor the Cantabrian nor the 
Mediterranean—It would be ignominious for the water to place a dam to her grandeur, 
to her idea—Spain is there, there where her beneficent influence is felt, and though her 
flag might disappear, there would remain her memory, eternal, imperishable. What does 
a piece of red and yellow cloth matter, what do rifles and cannon matter, there where a 
feeling of love, of tenderness, does not sprout, there where no fusion of ideas, unity of 
principles, harmony of opinion exist?” Rizal, José. Political and Historical Writings. NHI, 
2007.

30.	 I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers of this article for their deeply insightful 
and encouraging comments. 
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