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Abstract
Nie Zhenzhao’s ethical literary criticism provides a new take on ethics in literature, emphasizing 
the historicity of ethics and providing a new toolkit in understanding ethical dilemmas in literary 
texts. This article deploys ethical literary criticism in reading Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio 
[Search for the White Horse], a marvelous realist novel by award-winning Ilokano writer Ariel 
Sotelo Tabag. Focusing on the ethical knots encountered by the four characters of the Tabaco 
clan, it examines the ethical choices they made against the backdrop of the ethical environments 
of the Second World War and the Martial Law period. Examining the life narratives of the 
characters reveals the ways in which their ethical choices are for vanquishing the horrors of the 
past so that they may live a better future. Building on Danilo Alterado and Aldrin Jaramilla’s 
maiyannatup a panagripirip, the article also reflects on the transplantation of ethical literary 
criticism in the Ilokano context to extrapolate a vernacular form of ethical consciousness which 
marks cultural difference and is astute to the cultural and historical concatenations and literary 
tradition in which the text and the author are imbricated.
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INTRODUCTION

Jaded by the COVID-19 pandemic yet attempting to bring his novel Panangsapul iti 
Puraw a Kabalio [Search for the White Horse] to more audiences, multi-awarded 
author Ariel Sotelo Tabag, through Facebook live, comments on his craft of writing 
novels. Tabag reads his paper from the 2014 Gunglo Dagiti Mannurat nga Ilokano 
Convention1 and echoes Haruki Murakami’s delineation that writing short stories 
is like tending a garden, whereas completing a novel is like getting lost in the forest 
(Murakami 1). In addition, going beyond craft and commenting on the purpose of 
his writing, he quips:

The main role of writers is that of becoming a conscience for their nation or a critic of 
their society. Writers are activists and their placards are their writings. They critique 
what is wrong; they wake up the asleep; they punish the sinners. […] I pray that they [the 
readers] get enlightened and understand meanings. And thus, they may have choices 
on which to follow and live so that they may have value, essence, and meaning in this 
life. (Tabag, “Panangsapul iti Kaipapanan: No Apay nga Agsursuratak iti Nobela nga 
Ilokano”)2

From his words, writing in Ilokano, specifically for Ilokano readers, follows the 
footsteps of Salvador Lopez’s iconic advice to go beyond “art for art’s sake” (375). 
Writing has a mission and writers play the crucial role of becoming the conscience 
of their nation. More importantly, the piece produced is not without any use. 
After readers had internalized a work’s meanings, it would be their turn to make 
themselves better, developing value and meaning among themselves.

This article takes Tabag’s statement on literature’s mission of social engagement 
and ethical thinking and response as a point of departure. I examine his 2017 novel 
Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio, grantee of the 2013 National Book Development 
Trust Fund for the Ilokano Novel, as a case in point for the deployment of ethical 
literary criticism in the Philippine, particularly Ilokano, context. For Chinese 
scholar Nie Zhenzhao, ethical literary criticism is a “critical theory that approaches 
literary works and their authors from the perspective of ethics” (“Towards an 
Ethical Literary Criticism” 84). Focusing on the ethical knots and choices of the 
four main characters (Santiago/Ago, Felipe, Miguel/Domingo, Eliezer), the study 
focuses on the ways in which, in a marvelous realist mode, the novel explores how 
the characters from four generations accepted, prevented, fought against, and 
conquered the crisis and alienation caused by the perpetual conflict between black 
and white, good and evil for them to deal with the past as lived in the present 
and for them to search for their lost identities for the future. At the core of these 
ethical knots is the possibility of developing ethical consciousness to repent and 



Tabunan / Ethical Literary Criticism and Ariel Sotelo Tabag’s Panangsapul� 224

Kritika Kultura 39 (2022): 224–243� © Ateneo de Manila University

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

expunge a lunod (“curse”) for the benefit of future generations. As such, the study 
will demonstrate that “literature takes its origins from ethics, and moral teaching 
is its primary function” (Nie 84).

I ask: How does the novel explore the characters’ ethical knots and choices? 
To what extent have they succeeded in untying the lunod’s ethical knots as they 
developed ethical consciousness for the benefit of future generations? What does 
this reading through ethical literary criticism contribute to our understanding of 
Ilokano ethical consciousness and the theory’s transplantation in a Filipino, more 
specifically, Ilokano context? How do these relate to Ilokanos’ maiyannatup a 
panagripirip as a methodology in arriving at panagnakem as a vernacular form of 
ethical consciousness?

The concerns of this study thus build on Nie Zhenzhao’s ethical literary criticism. 
In addition, with my third and last questions, I problematize my deployment of 
ethical literary criticism as it specifically gets transplanted in the local context. David 
Damrosch has recently advised scholars of comparative literature that they “resist 
the impulse to treat theoretical texts as repositories of transcendent ideas that can 
be understood without close attention to their original literary and cultural-political 
contexts” (130). China (the origin of Nie’s thought) and the Philippines (the context 
of the text I examine) have shared histories and cultures as a result of cross-cultural 
contacts as early as the latter’s pre-Spanish period. Nonetheless, Damrosch’s advice 
is helpful for this study and, by extension, in all inquiries within literary and cultural 
studies because “add[ing] a theoretical scaffolding to our experience of [a] text to 
decode it” should be done with astuteness (Boehmer 8). Damrosch likewise advises 
us to “engage dialectically with the literatures we read,” thus enabling “the material 
to exert real pressure on the theory, modifying it in turn” (130). Lastly, a wider range 
of theoretical perspectives needs “to be brought to the conversation today” (130). 
As such, following Damrosch, I extrapolate how a reading of an Ilokano novel–and 
the Ilokano novel per se–can enrich ethical literary criticism. For this concern, I 
draw on Danilo Alterado and Aldrin Jaramilla’s maiyannatup a panagripirip or 

“philosophizing cultural life with prudence” (97). Along this vein, I hope to show 
how Ariel Sotelo Tabag’s point that his novel offers choices by which readers can 
follow and live by approximates maiyannatup a panagripirip as a “paradigm” for 
Ilokanos “to become wisdom-bearers and creators of value” (97), which leads to 
panagnakem as a vernacular form of ethical consciousness.

Ethical literary criticism has been outlined at length in Nie’s book, Introduction to 
Ethical Literary Criticism. Nie and Shang note that, in contrast to the philosophical 
and narratological bent of ethical criticism in the West, Nie’s version of the approach 
aims to be “an independent discipline or school of critical theory” (4). 
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Previous publications prove the vitality and fruitfulness of ethical literary 
criticism in providing new understandings of literary texts across different cultures. 
These include Nünning’s reading on the ethics of narratives through the lens of 
cognitive psychology and literary studies, Newton’s ethical question on the ritual 
sensibility in the “book lying in the hands of its readers,” and Shang’s readings of 
Ian McEwan’s The Cement Garden and Nutshell. Similarly, selected papers from the 
sixth international conference of the International Association of Ethical Literary 
Criticism, held at the University of Tartu in Estonia (Talvet and Talviste 225), were 
published in the Interlitteraria journal. These read texts, both canonical and 
emerging, such as Shakespeare (in Hart), fairy tales (in Li Xiaoyi), a Japanese novel 
(in Yang), autobiographies (in Kuek and Soon), and African-American feminist 
texts (in Łobodziec). 

Whereas moral criticism evaluates literary works as either good or bad based on 
today’s moral principles, ethical literary criticism, according to Nie’s “Towards an 
Ethical Literary Criticism,” emphasizes “historicism,” requiring an “examination of 
the ethical values in a given work with reference to a particular historical context 
or a period in which the text under discussion is written” (84).3

This study particularly focuses on “the ethical elements that affect characters 
and events” (84) in Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio. So far, no critical study of the 
novel exists yet. To this point, I use ethical literary criticism, which views literature 
as “a product of ethic, or a unique expression of morality in a given historical period” 
(85), thus an attempt to give flesh to Tabag’s claims on the ethical potential and 
meaning of his novel. Here, ethics refers to “the ethical relationship or ethical order 
between man and man, man and society, or man and nature” (88). It also refers to 

“the moral conceptions based upon ethical order, or the relevant norms used to 
maintain the ethical order” (88–9). This study will thus describe “the ethical order, 
the changes of ethical order, and moral problems caused by those changes to offer 
some experience for human beings to learn from” (89).

Ethical literary criticism’s critical concepts include ethical environment, ethical 
selection, ethical consciousness, ethical knot, ethical chaos, Sphinx factor, Sphinx 
Riddle, human factor, animal factor, rational will, and irrational will. A rejoinder 
to Charles Darwin’s biological selection, ethical selection “helps to endow human 
beings with reason and ethical consciousness and, eventually, turns them into ethical 
beings” (Shang 2). Here, ethical selection–calling for resolve to “choose between 
the identities of animals and the identities of human beings” (Nie, “Introduction” 
32)–is “what truly differentiates human beings from animals” (35). Also, ethical 
selection always takes place in a certain context, the ethical environment. Ethical 
consciousness, the end goal, can be realized by passing through and untying ethical 
knots, challenges that test one’s human side, rather than the animal side. This is 
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connected to the Sphinx Riddle (from Oedipus), interpreted as “an exploration of 
the mystery of why a man is such a being” (36). Despite biological selection, humans 
still have many animal features, such as the instinct to survive and reproduce. Here 
enters the Sphinx factor, a combination of a human head and an animal body. 
Hence, the Sphinx factor is composed of two factors, namely: the human factor and 
the animal factor (38). Animal instinct is “mainly controlled by [humans’] putative 
desires” (39). As such, the human factor–able to differentiate and draw on rational 
will vs. irrational will–equals “ethical consciousness embodied by the human 
head” (38). The Sphinx factor is thus key to understanding literature. According to 
Nie, “the various combinations and alternations of human factor and animal factor 
generate a variety of ethical events and ethical conflicts in literary works, thus 
conveying different moral implications” (38). Refusing to make ethical selection to 
attain ethical consciousness results in ethical chaos, which refers to “degenerating 
[…] into an animal”; leaving ethical responsibility results in “grab[bing] rapaciously 
[…] according to Jungle Law” (273). Nie then tests the applicability of his critical 
terms in reading Adam and Eve, Hamlet, and Oedipus. 

Overall, Nie’s achievement is establishing ethical literary criticism’s “own 
terminology and critical mechanism” (10). According to Shang, this is a fitting 
response to Jonathan Culler’s challenge that in literary studies, theory is for 

“thinking about the nature of the critical enterprise and for producing new readings 
of literary works” (230). Here lies ethical literary criticism’s novelty. 

ETHICAL KNOTS AND CHOICES: FROM THE SECOND WORLD WAR TO MARTIAL LAW 
TO THE PRESENT

Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio, overall, may be read as an engagement with 
ethical questions – how to live life with wisdom and prudence, how to deal with 
the incursions of the past as they affect the present, and how to chart better futures 
for one’s self, family, community, and nation. The novel is set in Cagayan for the 
majority of the events from the Second World War to the present, tracing in circular 
sequences with multiple flashbacks and flash-forwards the life narratives of the 
four generations of the Tabaco family, namely: Santiago/Ago (great-grandfather), 
Felipe (grandfather), Miguel/Domingo (father), and Eliezer (son). As such, the 
novel is not only deeply personal and familial but also social, even national. It 
depicts the ethical knots which the characters have to untie and the ethical choices 
they have to make, set against the mentioned periods of Philippine history, the 
ethical environments of the novel.
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The now of the novel, set in 2014, is about Domingo’s disappearance one day, 
leaving his son Eliezer, who will turn 12 years old in a few days. His journey to 
find his father, amid his mother’s absence, leads him to a series of events, both 
unfortunate and puzzling. Struck by lightning, he turns bald, then white hair grows 
eventually which again turns black. Afterward, to his surprise, he turns into an 
albularyo (“folk healer”). His ability of folk healing can be traced to his ancestors, 
up to six generations back (40). Further, the many appearances of the white old 
man in his dreams to advise him begin to unravel the ethical question in the text. 
The white old man tells him many times “to be careful against the evil creatures 
around and be a good child” (7) and “to not follow the burangen” (56). This evil 
creature with dark skin and disheveled hair will turn out as one of the antagonists 
in the novel. Once he succeeds in this challenge, Eliezer will be able to attain 
ethical consciousness, able to work through the Sphinx factor that is the test he 
has to unravel and conquer. The white old man describes such Sphinx factor thus, 
concerning Eliezer’s healing powers:

The white old man told Eliezer that he has nothing to worry about what happened to 
him (which he presumed was when he was struck by lightning). Because of his goodness, 
he was given a gift that he can use only for the benefit of the majority. The old man also 
said that the white horse has been freed, which he now bears and which serves him. (45)4

The fantastical side of the novel is filled with the images of the white old man who 
constantly reminds him what to do, the evil supernatural creatures (mangmangkik) 
he must be wary about, the burangen (“the enemy”), Dugang (the tikbalang and 
embodiment of evil), and Baras (the white horse or Pegasus-like creature and 
embodiment of good). Altogether, these fantastic events, characters and evil forces 
that Eliezer encounters, as he has been given healing powers and as he searches 
for his father, generate the ethical events and ethical conflicts he has to subdue. 
It is his role to listen to the white old man and come up with ethical choices, as 
emblematized in his prayer that the powerful Lord “lead him to the right path. 
When it comes to shining through and using that gift, or commanding the white 
horse, I will do” (46).5

He is fetched one day by the bodyguards of an old senator, Julio Fagaran. The 
old senator is stultified with no trace that he is still alive, and his hair is “very dark 
black and very thick” (77), in contrast to Eliezer’s thick, white hair. The many 
references to black configure the old senator as an embodiment of evil. Summoned 
to “resurrect” the old senator, Eliezer tries to do so, but “his arms are like metal 
laid on a strong magnet. He cannot take off his palms. He suddenly remembers 
the white old man’s advice last night that he not follow the evil creatures” (80). To 
refuse to heal Julio Fagaran is an instance of Eliezer’s ethical choice and rational 
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will. Interestingly, these events in the novel are in the chapter titled “Beddeng” 
(boundary), which aptly captures the porous border between ethical choice and 
unethical choice, between rational will and irrational will. Heeding the white 
old man’s advice, Eliezer’s human factor reigns, symbolized by his white hair, in 
contrast to the old senator’s black hair.

In between these chapters, we encounter Eliezer’s grandfather Felipe and 
great-grandfather Santiago/Ago, whom he does not know and never met. We only 
realize their blood connections in the fifteenth chapter titled “Domingo Adviento,” 
Eliezer’s father whose real name is Miguel Tabaco, son of Felipe Tabaco. It is 
Felipe’s character–with his life narratives starting in 1962–which features “various 
combinations and alternations of human factor and animal factor [which] generate 
a variety of ethical events and ethical conflicts” (Nie 38).

Eliezer’s fate when he turned twelve years old is the same case for his grandfather. 
Felipe, however, followed the wrong path, hence his irrational will and the reigning 
of his animal factor. His early baptism into violence began when his peers kept on 
bullying him because of his father’s madness. Santiago, aka Ago, had always been 
like “a mortar turned upside down, not budged by anything […] always cuddling 
his guitar” (13). Ago was traumatized during the time of the Japanese. He witnessed 
the death of his mother Dada after having given birth to a progeny of a Japanese 
soldier who raped her. The infant also died. In addition, Ago witnessed how the 
Japanese hung his father Alfonso during the Second World War. Forced to care for 
his mother and carry the brunt of his peers’ taunting, Felipe learned violence early 
on. Ago committed suicide in the kallupit, the acacia tree thought to be inhabited 
by the supernatural:

Felipe and Lilong Luciano went to the kallupit and saw there his father and his mother. 
He could not move after alighting from his horse. It is as if the hoard of thunder and the 
flash of lightning united with his mother’s cry and wail. Felipe looked up the kallupit. He 
could not utter a word. His tongue seemed tied. Like how the rope was tied to the lowest 
branch of the tree down to his father’s throat. (36)6

Since his altercation with his peers, Felipe had lived by his belief that “if you want 
to be respected, you have to show that you are stronger, that you are more powerful 
than others” (32, 33). This is a blatant disregard of the white old man’s advice to him. 
More tellingly, this principle follows the Law of the Jungle, that of survival of the 
fittest. For Nie, this is tantamount to a refusal to attain ethical consciousness, which 
leads to ethical chaos. With the animal factor reigning supreme, it is inevitable that 
Felipe refused ethical selection and degenerated into an animal, especially that the 
enemy, the burangen who had been appearing to him and calling him “kaanakan” 
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(“nephew”) (17), was like a friend at times. The burangen lauded his violent acts and 
pushed him not to heed the white old man’s advice and to follow the Jungle Law: 

“you must show that you are stronger than them” (30).

The animal factor in Felipe gains traction in the sixth chapter titled “Panekpek,” 
an onomatopoeic Ilokano word that resembles the sound he makes every time 
he castrates cattle and engages in sexual intercourse with different women. The 
chapter opens with a scene as he castrates white cattle, which may illustrate his 
forsaking of the ideals of the human factor and thus his downward spiral into the 
animal factor. Every time he castrates cattle, it is as if the power of the animals gets 
transfused to him: 

He feels euphoric every time he snuffs out the cow’s energies; the kind of euphoria 
similar to when he rides atop and thrusts over another human being – a woman. As he 
transfuses the energies, the vigor, and the force he derives from castrating every animal 
that passes through his arms. If he gives pain to animals and snuffs out their energies, it’s 
different for the women, a different form of pleasure. (60)7

As an illustration of the animal factor, moreover, he, and even his father, have penises 
larger than the normal, even compared to those of horses (15). This illustrates the 
Sphinx factor that underlies the characters’ lives. The body is a combination of 
the animal factor and human factor, and humans must make the ethical selection, 
beyond biological selection, of giving paramount importance to the human factor if 
they really desire ethical consciousness. Felipe, however, chooses not to, engaging 
in excessive sex with different women, from his former teacher Piling to the wife of 
the Minister of Defense.

In the same chapter, he tries to have his horse Amigo compete for a horserace. 
There the Minister of Defense, Julio, once the friend of his father Ago, sees him and 
offers him a job to be a “castrator of humans” (73). The minister Julio, an efficient 
lawyer and leader during the time of Ferdinand Marcos (71), eventually employs 
him as one of his trusted caretakers in his farm in Batangas, as told in the eighth 
chapter titled “Iti Sidong dagiti Ayup” (“with the animals”). Interestingly, the 
chapter’s title illustrates his spiral downward further into the animal factor. His 
many acts of violence are thus set from the 1970s to the 1980s, thus constituting 
the ethical environment that underlies the text, particularly in the parts that 
narrate Felipe’s life in Batangas then back in Cagayan. The novel does not make 
an outright condemnation of this ethical environment; rather, it portrays that this 
environment is conducive to acts of violence, particularly the killing spree done 
by Felipe. The eighth chapter begins with the imagery of Amigo’s white forehead 
shining in the dark. (Amigo is Felipe’s horse.) Upon settling in Batangas, Felipe 



Tabunan / Ethical Literary Criticism and Ariel Sotelo Tabag’s Panangsapul� 230

Kritika Kultura 39 (2022): 230–243� © Ateneo de Manila University

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

tries having Amigo join horseraces again. Because of an injury in his latest race, 
however, Amigo turns ill and Felipe is forced to shoot him. With Amigo, his friend 
since he was young, now gone, Felipe further turns to violence, commanded by no 
other than the Minister. The death of Amigo marks his abandonment of the human 
factor and his rational will.

The novel mentions 1972 as the declaration of Martial Law and in that same year, 
the farm of the Minister where Felipe serves was raided by the enemies from the 
left. Felipe’s role is to kill these enemies:

Upon settling on his position, the enemies were like fruits picked by Felipe. They later 
learned from those killed that they were members of the left who might have planned 
to give the minister a tragedy. According to Tata Nardo and according to the news, the 
minister is one of the main enemies of the rebels and activists. (97)8

Felipe’s conscience never bothers him, however. Rather, he believes that his killing 
spree, including murdering those in the lists given many times by the minister, is 
in the name of the rule of law. According to him, those he killed are those who are 
against the government. He believes that “to establish an orderly nation or society, 
the rule of law must be meted out. If not, why should there be the law after all” 
(99). This argument, possibly the justification behind the use of violence against the 
government’s enemies during the Martial Law period, has led to the disrespect for 
human life. It is a justification based on the Jungle Law and thus an instantiation 
of the rule of animal factor in Felipe. It appears as though the novel forwards a 
subtle critique of the Marcos Martial Law because of its deliberate use of such 
timeframe and all acts of violence and killing which the period is irreverent for. 
The novel admits: “In the President’s declaration that Martial Law is already over 
on January 17, 1981, Felipe also ended his killing spree” (143). The novel suggests 
that the ethical environment in Felipe’s life, that of Marcos Martial Law, is one of 
Jungle Law, which has led to ethical chaos, to “degenerating into an animal” and to 

“grab[bing] rapaciously” (Nie 273).

The most prominent feature of the ethical chaos that resulted out of Felipe’s 
degeneration into the animal factor is murdering his wife, the mother of Miguel/
Domingo, because of her adulterous affairs. Here enters again the burangen, the 
enemy, who whispered–or more precisely, inhabited Felipe’s mind–that his wife is 
a bad woman. The burangen tells him: “That is a bad woman! She defecated the top 
of your head! The one you hurt is her lover!” (148) Enraged by what the burangen 
said, he goes to their bedroom and smothers his wife: 
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Without saying a word, he goes near his wife and gets the pillow which she cuddles. 
Before he covers her face with the pillow, she is surprised. But she is no longer able to 
do anything, except for the scratches on Felipe’s arms. Afterwards, he arranges his wife’s 
corpse. […] The door is open. His son stands by the door, crying and shuddering in fear. 
(149)9

His son Miguel thus runs away after having witnessed the murder. This happened 
in 1990. And up to this point in the novel, Ago and Felipe have never learned 
about the lunod (curse) that runs through the family, and as such, the two fail to 
develop ethical consciousness. Ago had been stultified by paralysis and trauma as a 
result of the Second World War, which ended with his suicide. Felipe, on the other 
hand, descended into ethical chaos, in the environment of Marcos Martial Law. In 
contrast to his great-grandfather and his grandfather, it is Eliezer, so far, who has 
been able to untie the ethical knots laid before him and thus make ethical choices.

MANIPUD LUNOD AGINGGA ITI DANGADANG: FROM ETHICAL KNOTS TO ETHICAL 
CONSCIOUSNESS

A lunod (“curse”) runs through the four generations of the Tabaco family, hearkening 
back to the tragedies during the Second World War that befell the family and to 
the influence of supernatural folk creatures. The tenth chapter narrates the Biuag 
and Malana epic of Cagayan in the northern Philippines, which sets the stage for 
the involvement and influence of folklore in the overall narrative. The chapter 
illustrates the agon between opposing forces, a brain text–“the prototype of oral 
literature in its textual form […] [and] source of material text” (Shang and Torres 
Reyes 394)–that cuts across many of the literatures of the world. This brain text is 
further illustrated in the eleventh chapter, which is in the form of a feature article 
claimed to have been published in Bannawag. Titled “Di Nakapappapati Ngem 
Pudno: Dagiti Datdatlag a Mutia iti Bantay Nalban” (“Unbelievable yet True: The 
Supernatural Muses of Bantay Nalban”), it narrates the agon between black and 
white throughout human history. Thus, this chapter further interrogates the trope 
of black and white with which the novel consistently plays and which stages the 
aporetic encounters of the characters with ethical selection and choices.

As told in the eleventh chapter then revisited in full in the twenty-first, the 
lunod began during the Second World War when Ago and his friend Kulio entered 
the netherworld through the same kallupit tree where Ago’s father Alfonso was 
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hung and where he also hung himself because of his trauma with the war. Their 
desire for supernatural powers to fight the Japanese motivated them to go to the 
netherworld. In a cave, they discovered two mutia (“muses”), later described in the 
twenty-first chapter as Dugang (a tikbalang) and Baras (a Pegasus-like creature) 
in the forms of two “Litaw wenno babassit a bola a lawag” (“Litaw or two crystal 
balls of light”) (229). Kulio got the ball for Dugang and Ago the ball for Baras, again 
suggesting the images of white vs. black, good vs. evil. While they were away, “the 
Japanese came, killed majority of the Tabaco clan, and raped the women” (122). 
Ago’s mother was also raped by several Japanese soldiers, bearing a child. Ago 
forced her mother to abort the child, which became the burangen, the enemy that 
was the root cause of the lunod. The text suggests that Ago used his powers in evil 
ways, though he was possessed by Baras (the Pegasus-like embodiment of good). 
On the other hand, Dugang had been the leader of all evil creatures and possessed 
Kulio, who later on is the old senator encountered by Eliezer. As for the burangen, 
his revenge is to “disturb the lives and frighten the descendants of the person who 
aborted him,” from Ago to Eliezer (231). As such, the burangen caused Ago’s trauma 
and suicide, provoked Felipe to commit crimes including murdering his wife, and 
taunted Miguel/Domingo and Eliezer to do evil and selfish acts. In other words, the 
burangen caused the characters’ downward spiral, particularly Ago and Felipe, into 
the animal factor. 

The knot that challenged each of the Tabacos is to be different from their fathers. 
Felipe’s performance of his masculinity, which led to his vile acts of unrelenting 
libido and violence, had been motivated by his desire to be different from his father’s 
paralysis. Moreover, he often doubted whether Miguel was his true child because 
the latter’s physique was unlike his and because of Miguel’s mother’s adulterous 
acts. In the fifteenth chapter, twelve-year-old Miguel, after having witnessed the 
murder of his mother as the burangen possessed his father, fled home, boarded a 
truck going to Vigan, and started a new life as Domingo Adviento. He promised 
that he will not be like his father, “cutting whatever connection they may have” 
(152), bearing in mind Luciano’s advice that “they who live in darkness are afraid of 
light, that he should always strive to do the right thing” (153), and not heeding the 
burangen’s call to follow the Jungle Law (153). Becoming a seminarian then raising 
his own family eventually, Miguel/Domingo had to untie the greatest knot for 
him–that is to defeat Dugang. Doing so means deliberately deciding to be different 
from his father Felipe, whom he continually referred to as “ayup a Felipe” (“animal-
like Felipe”). He must make the ethical selection so that the human factor and his 
rational will reign in him.

As revealed in the seventeenth chapter, leaving his son at the first chapter is thus 
to seek out where his father, Felipe, is. The twenty-first chapter, written by Miguel 
as a feature article for the Bannawag magazine, graphically describes:
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There are two steps to defeat Dugang and to extricate the Tabaco family from the 
quagmire of the curse: first, Felipe who embraced the forces of darkness must be killed, 
and second, the writer of this article, himself the son of Felipe, must vanquish Dugang 
in the final battle. (231)10

Doing these is the ultimate measure of Domingo’s/Miguel’s desire to give his son 
Eliezer a better future and forsake the vileness of his father–desire which equates 
to coming to terms with the evils of the past, making an ethical choice, and 
choosing human factor instead of animal factor and thus ethical consciousness. 
Miguel/Domingo does not kill his father, Felipe, for doing so means patricide. 
Rather, Felipe, having repented of his sins and now lives in Kapurpurawan Rock 
Formations in Ilocos Norte (Kapurpurawan means ‘fully white’; note here again 
the reference to white after his dark past), burns himself to death, together with 
the enemy burangen–“both of them burned and interred to the depths of the earth” 
(231). So far, Felipe’s repentance configures the final moments of his life into the 
human factor, thus his rational will and attainment of ethical consciousness. His 
suicide, which brought forth the burangen’s death as well, redeemed not only his 
soul but also the future of Eliezer, his grandson whom he never met yet, and of the 
future generations that will come from the Tabaco lineage.

Indeed, Felipe’s suicide led to the dangadang (“battle”) in the last chapter, 
without which the latter would not have been possible. On the way to the same 
netherworld through the same kallupit tree during the Second World War, Miguel/
Domingo pondered over: “according to the Holy Scriptures, not until a seed falls to 
the ground and die, this seed remains a seed. But if it dies, it sprouts again, grows, 
and bears fruits” (215). Felipe’s death has borne fruit, akin to the death of the seed 
in the passage. Miguel/Domingo might also have died. After having vanquished 
Dugang, he “now on the verge of crying and rejoicing remembered his son. He has 
done what he must do. Dugang is now dead. Or, Dugang, one of the forms of Black, 
has reached its end. Baras is now freed. Eliezer has a new life now” (245).

The end shows the engaged agency of not only Miguel but also Felipe to choose 
human factor over animal factor and rational will over irrational will so that both of 
them attain ethical consciousness. This ethical choice resonates in Miguel’s email 
to his son, set to be received one year after the dangadang, advising him to “strive 
that the tiny black spot in him does not overpower the white spot and purity in his 
humanity” (240). The passage revisits the tropes of black and white throughout 
the novel, like that of yin and yang, again a brain text in this novel, inspired by 
other literatures of the world. Each one is in the other; no one is fully holy and no 
one is fully evil. To be human is to engage with ethical selection to attain ethical 
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consciousness not only for one’s self but also for one’s family, community, and 
nation. The power of supernatural forces may be great, but one’s engaged agency 
to be different and to avoid the sins of one’s ancestors is all the more important 
to live the good, even the better, life. In addition, the trope of castration–Felipe 
setting himself different from his father, Miguel doing the same, Felipe annihilating 
himself in the end–echoes Zeus castrating Kronos. Again, this is a brain text that 
indicates the need for the present generation to make themselves better so that 
they do not inherit the evils of the past and the sins of their fathers and so that they 
effectively carve and traverse the difficult road toward redemption and freedom.

ETHICAL LITERARY CRITICISM AND ILOKANOS’ MAIYANNATUP A PANAGRIPIRIP

This reading of Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio has proved to be a productive 
transplantation of Nie Zhenzhao’s ethical literary criticism in the Ilokano context. 
Whereas ethical literary criticism has previously been applied to texts of Western 
literature, deploying it as a lens in reading an Ilokano text proves the approach’s 
ability to move across languages and cultures. It is thus appropriate to a wide range 
of texts from those of Greek mythology and Shakespeare to African-American 
writing and feminism and texts that feature robots and the posthuman. The 
approach’s critical toolkit is in more general, even universal, terms, depicting ethical 
selection as a universal endeavor that cuts across cultures. As such, as the texts 
studied previously which are considered “World Literature” demonstrate (that is to 
say, texts that are able to cross borders in the world literary system because of their 
appeal and comprehensibility to a wide array of cultures), ethical literary criticism 
is appropriate in unpacking ethical selection and dilemmas which humans have 
to make in order for them to fully understand what it really means to become 
human. Nie’s approach has proved to be effective in “producing new readings of 
literary works” (Culler 230). Rather than repeat existing arguments, ethical literary 
criticism, as deployed in this article, not only has “move[d] critical scholarship 
forward” (Nie, “Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism” 100) but also was able to 
engage with a local text, portraying the Ilokano culture and sensibility.

The application of the theoretical lens to Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio–and 
any other text–has to acknowledge a caveat, however. The compatibility of theory 
with a text must not be confused with equivalence. That is to say, the spilling over 
of certain theoretical concepts from ethical literary criticism must be observed 
with caution because, as Damrosch asserts, theories are not “repositories of 
transcendent ideas that can be understood without close attention to their original 
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literary and cultural-political contexts” (130). In the same manner, any literary 
text is always rooted in certain literary traditions. Texts and theories may traverse 
across borders as a result of the mechanisms and influences of the world literary 
system and as a result, may take new shapes and configurations. However, they 
cannot totally do away with their native tradition and milieu, especially texts that 
embody the regions and the nations they have come from. This concern appears 
neglected in Nie Zhenzhao’s many articles. Although he claims to have founded a 
new critical theory that does not parrot back those of the West, the majority of the 
deployments of his theory are with classical texts in the Western tradition, leaving 
little space for reading Chinese texts and other texts that speak about the Asian 
experience. The use of ethical criticism in this article is thus a response to this gap, 
considering the underlying similarities across literary cultures and traditions of 
Asia as a result of hundreds of years of relations and affinities. On the other hand, 
as Damrosch asserts, we have to “engage dialectically with the literatures we read,” 
thus enabling “the material to exert real pressure on the theory, modifying it in turn” 
(130). Maria Luisa Torres Reyes has a somewhat similar point, although within the 
theory of hybridity, when she said that theory need not be “decontextualized […] 
in its assumed universality” (246). Rather, when doing literary and cultural critique, 
we should be astute on “the context of the materiality of the historical situation 
and specifically in the concreteness of the author’s inscription in history and the 
worldly particularity of literature, literary form, and criticism” (252).

This reading of Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio thus would like to propose 
tentative reflections on the transplantation of ethical literary criticism in the local 
context. It may be argued, following Damrosch, that as ethical literary criticism 
engages with a local text, new insights may be deduced. These insights may shed 
light on the ways in which ethical Ilokano life is lived, which may parallel Nie’s 
toolkit but is nonetheless rooted in the local sensibility, language, and culture, in 
short, the Ilokano pagkatao that is open to learning from other cultures and is, at 
the same time, has its own depth and core.

Along this vein, I borrow Danilo Alterado and Aldrin Jaramilla’s notion of 
maiyannatup a panagripirip, a methodology they propose in making meaning out 
of the Ilokano cultural way of life. In this case, the ethical questions that are at the 
core of Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio are a performative instantiation–that is to 
say, narrativity and story-telling–of the Ilokano way of life, which could enrich the 
palette of Nie’s ethical literary criticism. Translated as “philosophizing cultural life 
with prudence” (97), maiyannatup a panagripirip follows Pantayong Pananaw’s 
approach of pakapa-kapa, a “‘suppositionless’ approach characterized by groping, 
probing, and searching into the non-thematized mass of social and cultural data to 
find meanings” (98), which also echoes Tabag’s point that reading literature leads 
to “panangsapul iti kaipapanan” (“searching for meanings”). Alterado and Jaramilla 
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add that maiyannatup a panagripirip aims to unveil the meanings of the Ilokano 
life by aptly commencing and sustaining itself through palpaliiw, which means 
observation or “existential phenomenology” on “Ilokanos’ thoughts, feelings, 
sensations, images, and memories” (100). This entails referring back to Ilokanos’ 
cultural resources to make sense of their lives rather than “accept dominant 
ideologies or projects atypical to their spirit and circumstance” (99). Alterado and 
Jaramilla summarize their methodology thus:

Maiyannatup a Panagripirip, both as a methodology and a method, intimates that the 
most appropriate and prudent way of doing Ilokano philosophy is to intone it with the 
meta-theoretical analysis of ontology, epistemology, and ethics as interwoven in the 
Ilokano concept of nakem. Likewise, Maiyannatup a Panagripirip philosophizes the 
Ilokano way of life with the aid of its own language (pagsasao). (100)

Nakem, the Ilokano totality of pagkatao, encompasses Ilokanos’ sense of being, their 
interiority, the core, and the worth of their personhood (101). It is manifested in 
the Ilokano language and literary works, such as Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio, 
which “enunciate the richness and possibilities of Ilokano self-knowledge” (105).

References to nakem in the novel illuminate the concept’s centrality in the Ilokano 
worldview and way of life, which also relate to ethical literary criticism’s concepts of 
ethical knots, ethical choice, and ethical consciousness. For instance, for Eliezer, the 
references to nakem relate to his internal monologues, which present his sense of 
loss when his father has gone missing. When Eliezer and his grandmother reported 
his missing father to the police, “dina mapagsusurot ti nakemna” (“bewildered”) (2). 
Upon learning the supernatural creatures that surround him, “ad-addan a simgar 
ni Felipe. Apo Dios, nakunana iti nakemna” (“he shivered even more. Lord God, 
he told his inner being”) (103). When challenged to make the ethical choice of 
whether he will heal the old senator, “sinidir ti nakemna” (“he was bothered by 
his conscience”) (79). Eliezer was also told that he will do more important good 
things, provided that “agtalinaed ti kinadarisay ti nakem ken kaungganna” (“his 
pure inner being remains pure”) (106). Back to his great-grandfather Ago, the 
father of Felipe’s lover Piling remembered the dead Ago and said: “pagaammok 
met ti kinadarisay ti kananakem daydi Ago” (“I well know the purity of Ago’s inner 
being”) (70). Indeed, “[d]immakkel ni Ago nga ubing a manakem” (“Ago grew into 
a fine child”) (118). However, traumatized by the war and continually bothered 
by the burangen, “napukawna ti simbeng ti nakemna” (“he lost his sanity”) and 

“nagbekkel daytoy iti kallupit” (“he hung himself in the kallupit”) (230). For Felipe, 
hating Ago’s paralysis and trauma, “[s]abaliak, nakuna ni Felipe iti nakemna” (“I am 
different, Felipe said to his inner being”) (40). Recognizing his superiority over the 
animals whom he tamed and castrated, Felipe also recognized that “no bilang adda 
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nakem dagiti ayup ket agalsada, isuna la ketdi ti unaenda a sangsangduen” (“in case 
these animals have an inner being and they raise their arms, he would surely suffer 
their anger first”) (60). With Felipe’s descent to the animal factor, the burangen 
caused “[a]min a pungtot, sakit ti nakem, buteng a namagpangisit iti kararuana” 
(“all anger, hatred, and fear that blackened his soul”) (188). And as for Miguel, 
having recognized the lunod that befell on his family, that which “nagbalinen a 
paset ti panunot, kananakem, pammati, ken biagna” (“became a part of his mind, 
inner being, faith, and life”) (174), he has been preparing for the dangadang to free 
his son from the curse.

The appearances of nakem in the sample passages shed light on the concept’s 
rootedness in Ilokano culture. Several of these instances can be dynamically 
translated as “inner being,” which approximates the Tagalog loob, which has 

“deeply religious and mystical” resonances (Guillermo 3). On the other hand, “dina 
mapagsusurot ti nakemna” literally means “his inner being is in disarray”, although 
it can be dynamically translated as “bewildered.” For “sinidir ti nakemna,” I referred 
to “conscience” in the translation, and “manakem” as an adjective can be described 
as “fine” in character. It is the human characters’ conscious decision to come up 
with ethical choices that is a characteristic of their being human, in contrast to 
the hypothetical absence thereof in animals (“no bilang adda nakem dagiti ayup,” 
translated as “in case these animals have an inner being”). Meanwhile, a negative 
inflection can be observed in “sakit ti nakem,” which corresponds with the Tagalog 

“sama ng loob.” The instances of nakem in these passages suggest not only decision-
making when given challenges for ethical selection, as Nie’s ethical literary criticism 
suggests. More importantly, nakem is deeply ingrained in the Ilokano self, something 
that has settled in the Ilokano self ’s inner being. Connotations of permanence in 
this regard can be attributed to the noun form panagnakem, suggesting deliberate 
and repeated decision-making to engage with ethical selection when faced with 
ethical knots to attain ethical consciousness. As such, panagnakem corresponds 
with ethical consciousness, learning from experience and plumbing through and 
tapping on the values of Ilokano cultural life as these are embodied in the Ilokano 
language. And as the novel has shown, the deployment of elements of Ilokano 
folklore such as the supernatural creatures deployed in the narrative blends well 
with universal tropes of black and white. Ultimately, what the novel offers is a 
locally rooted narrative that converses with other literary traditions of the world.

The similarity between Nie’s ethical literary criticism and Ilokano nakem 
does not equate to equivalence, however. Nakem and panagnakem are rooted 
in the Ilokano way of life. As I have attempted to demonstrate, a pakapa-kapa 
approach involving the novel Panangsapul iti Puraw a Kabalio, corresponding 
to maiyannatup a panagripirip as a methodology, illuminates the ways in which 
Ilokano texts are story-telling and history-making instrumentalities in representing 
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and making sense of the Ilokano panagnakem. And Ilokano panagnakem in this 
regard is a vernacular form of an ethical consciousness that is attuned to the local 
language, culture, and sensibility to mark a cultural difference and that takes pride 
in one’s roots and resists dominant ideologies. As such, overall, Panangsapul iti 
Puraw a Kabalio serves as an allegory of Ilokanos’ endeavor of panagnakem, which 
approximates Nie’s ethical consciousness. And indeed, the novel has effectively 
engaged with questions on how to live life with wisdom and prudence, how to deal 
with the incursions of the past as they affect the present, and how to chart better 
futures for one’s self, family, community, and nation.

CONCLUSION

The deployment of ethical literary criticism in Ariel Sotelo Tabag’s Panangsapul 
iti Puraw a Kabalio in this article has proved to be a productive enterprise. The 
article aimed to illuminate the workings of ethical knots as these were encountered 
by the four generations of the Tabaco clan in the form of the lunod that originated 
from the aborted fetus, the burangen, who was the progeny of a Japanese soldier 
during the Second World War. The lunod is thus the main ethical knot, which 
generated more knots through the Martial Law period up to the present, the 
ethical environments of the text. The way the lunod has looped and woven itself 
through the four generations generated many ethical conflicts for the characters. 
Ago, Felipe, Miguel, and Eliezer have to prove themselves worthy to attain ethical 
consciousness by making their human factor prevail over the animal factor. Ago, 
the great-grandfather, failed to do so. Felipe’s animal factor prevailed through the 
majority of his life, repenting eventually and killing himself, which is the first step 
to end the lunod. It is Miguel who did the formidable task of ending the lunod so 
that his son Eliezer may have a future, without the burden of the lunod.

The marvelous realist mode of the novel appears to only offer entertainment for 
readers, carrying them to fantastical worlds rooted in Ilokano folklore. However, 
as Cyan Abad-Jugo notes, “fantasy may well be an extension of realism […] 
problematizing and critiquing an existing cultural and social order and suggesting 
alternatives” (42). The foregrounding of the ethical in this reading of the novel thus 
encourages readers to reflect on the text so that “they may have choices on which 
to follow and live by so that they may have value, essence, and meaning in this 
life” (Tabag “Panangsapul iti Kaipapanan”)–choices on rational or irrational will, 
human factor or animal factor.
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The transplantation of ethical literary criticism in the Ilokano context, moreover, 
has shed light on maiyannatup a panagripirip as a methodology to arrive at 
panagnakem as a vernacular form of ethical consciousness. The foregrounding of 
vernacular ethical consciousness marks a cultural difference, takes pride in cultural 
roots, and at the same time enriches Nie’s ethical literary criticism. As such, it 
cultivates a condition of possibility for ethical literary criticism that is more sensitive 
to the cultural and historical concatenations and literary tradition in which the text 
and the author are circumscribed. Insights from this vernacular form of ethical 
consciousness may be further protracted to richer and more nuanced elucidation 
on the Ilokano nakem as can be evinced in other Ilokano literary texts.
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Notes

1.	 Abbreviated as GUMIL, it can be translated as League of Ilokano Writers. 
The league has several chapters across several provinces in the Philippines 
and different countries as a result of the Ilokano diaspora. Perhaps the most 
notable chapter abroad is the GUMIL Hawaii. See Maria Socorro Perez’s 
detailed elucidation of GUMIL Hawaii as a public performance aimed at 
reclaiming identity through writing (“Re-encodation of GUMIL Hawaii Writers’ 
Association”). She likewise provides detailed close readings and cultural 
critique of selected short stories in another article (“White Citizenship”). 

2.	 Tabag’s original words are as follows: “Ti kangrunaan nga akem ti mannurat ket 
ti panagbalin a konsiensia iti ilina wenno kritiko iti kagimonganna. Ti mannurat 
ket maysa met nga aktibista ket ti plakardna isu dagiti sinuratna. Dillawenna 
dagiti ipagarupna a di maikanatad; riingenna dagiti ipagarupna a matmaturog; 
dusaenna dagiti ipagarupna a nagbasol. Maikadua nga akem ti mannurat ket 
parailawlawag kadagiti bambanag a narigat a maawatan wenno parabirok iti 
kaipapanan. Isu ti mangitudo iti ayan dagiti gameng; isuna ti mangibagnos 
iti rumbengna a pagturongan. Ti imasna, masansan a ti mannurat ket addaan 
iti pulitika wenno pammati. Ipakitana, ilawlawagna kenka a nasayaat dagiti 
nadumaduma a kaipapanan ket allukoyennaka iti patienna a kapapatgan ken 
addaan serbi a kaipapanan ket isu ti kayatna a surotem ken ibiag. Ngarud ti 
pudno a mannurat, idiayana laeng iti maysa a pulitika ken pammati nga inabel 
ken pinartuat ti napudno a kananakemna. Kas pangdagup ngarud, agsursuratak 
iti nobela nga agpanggep a manglawlawag iti kaipapanan dagiti bambanag ken 
tattao a masansan managan Ilokano tapno maidiaya dagitoy kadagiti agbasabasa 
nga Ilokano tapno koma, ikarkararagko a malawlawaganda, maawatanda dagiti 
naduma-duma a kaipapanan ket ngarud, maaddaanda kadagiti pagpilian no 
ania kadagitoy ti kasayaatan a pagguadanda tapno barbareng maadaanda met 
iti pateg, iti serbi, iti kaipapanan iti daytoy a biag.”

3.	 Shang (“Ethical Literary Criticism”) summarizes the aims of ethical literary 
criticism thus: (1) to investigate moral values of the writers and their historical 
background, and the connections of the writers’ own moral values and those 
ethical values projected in their works; (2) to investigate the relations between 
moral phenomena existing in works and in reality, the moral inclinations of 
the works, and social and moral values of the works; (3) to examine the effects 
of the works’ moral values on readers and society, and readers’ evaluations 
of the moral thoughts of the writers and the works; (4) to evaluate the moral 
inclinations of the writers and their works from an ethical perspective, the 
influence of the moral inclinations of the writers and their works on their 
contemporary writers and literature as well as those of the later period; (5) to 
uncover the moral features of the writers and their works as well as to explore 
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various issues concerning the relations between literature and society, literature 
and writers, and literature and writers from an ethical perspective.

4.	 Quotes from the novel were my own translation. I put here the original. “Kuna 
met la ketdi ti lakay a puraw nga awan ti pagdanagan ni Eliezer iti napasamak 
kenkuana (nga impapanna a ti pannakakimatna ti dakdakamaten ni Gandalf) ta 
gapu iti panagsingsingpetna, naipaayan isuna iti sagut a mabalin nga usarenna 
para laeng iti pagimbagan ti kaaduan. Kuna pay daytoy a nawayawayaanen ti 
puraw a kabalio ket napan kenkuana isu nga agserbi ken ni Eliezer.” (45)

5.	“Apo a Mannakabalin-Amin, ibagnosdak koma iti umno a dalan. No ti 
panangibagnos ken panangusar iti dayta a sagut, wenno panangbilin iti dayta a 
puraw a kabalio, aramidek.” (46)

6.	“Nadanon da Felipe ken Lilong Luciano da inang ken tatangna iti ayan ti kallupit. 
Apagbabana manipud iti kabalio, naidarekdeken iti nagtakderanna. Kunam la 
no ti gurruod ken kimat, nakipagkaykaysa iti nadagem a sangit ken ikkis ni 
inangna a naigusod iti barukongna. Nakatangad lattan ni Felipe iti kallupit. 
Saan a makauni. Kunam la no ti dilana, naiparnged. Kas iti panangiparnged 
ti tali a naigalut iti kababaan a sanga ti kayo a kimmamang iti tengnged ni 
tatangna.” (36)

7.	“Adda ketdi imnas a mariknana iti daytoy a panagpaadas met iti pigsa; imnas 
nga umarngi no kasta a rumabaw ken mangpanekpek met iti padana a tao— iti 
babai. Ditoy a yalisonna dagiti pigsa, kinatangig ken kinabuangger a maadawna 
iti tunggal kaponenna nga ayup. Ngem kasungani ti saem ken pannakaadas nga 
ipalayna kadagiti ayup,  naidumduma nga imnas kadagiti babbai.” (60)

8.	“Ta apaman a nakapuesto ni Felipe, kasla agruros iti bunga ti namay-anna 
kadagiti kabusor, a naammuanda babaen dagiti nagudas, a kameng dagitoy iti 
makanigid a puersa a mabalin a nangplano a mangipaay iti didigra iti ministro 
a kas kuna ni Tata Nardo ken segun kadagiti damdamag, maysa kadagiti 
kangrunaan a kabusor dagiti rebelde ken dagiti aktibista.” (97)

9.	“Sintagari, inasitgan ni Felipe ti asawana. Inwalinna ti luppo a nangkawil iti 
pungan. Innalana ti pungan ket sakbay a maitakkabna iti rupa, nakitana a 
nakigtot ti asawana. Ngem awanen ti naaramidan daytoy malaksid kadagiti 
karamut kadagiti takiag ni Felipe. Kalpasanna, inyurnosna ti bangkay ti 
asawana. […] Idi tumaliaw iti ridaw, nakalukat daytoy. Nakatakder dita ti 
putotna. Agsangsangit nga agpaypayegpeg.” (149)

10.	“Adda dua nga addang tapno maatiw ni Dugang ken tapno maminpinsan metten 
a maalut-ot ti lunod a nakaigayonggayongan ti kaputotan ni Alfonso: Umuna, 
nasken a mapapatay ni Felipe a nangabrasa iti bileg ti Nasipnget; ken, maikadua, 
nasken a sarangten daytoy nagsurat a putot ni Felipe ni Dugang para iti maysa 
a dangadang.” (231)
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