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Abstract
In this article, I examine the representation of the long-running Maoist national democratic 
(NatDem) revolution in Norman Wilwayco’s award-winning novel Gerilya (2008), which 
centers on the uneasy, often violent encounters between petty bourgeois revolutionaries 
from the city and revolutionary peasants in the countryside. By engaging with the issues of 
revolutionary errors, remolding, and rectification, I explore how the novel’s predominantly 
unflattering depiction of revolutionary guerrillas track the difficulties that underpin the 
process of revolutionary remolding and the formation of comradely relations. Such portrayal 
conceives of the revolution as a complex social process marked by the tension between, on the 
one hand, emergent revolutionary lifeways, Party-led discipline, and comradely relations, and 
on the other, deeply entrenched relations and values that pose both enabling and disabling 
conditions for the advance of the revolution. This chronicle of the various subjective crises 
and contradictions among revolutionaries foregrounds the imperative toward remolding and 
constant rectification as integral to the waging of the struggle, while simultaneously edifying an 
oppositional imagination that challenges state-deployed anti-communist propaganda. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2019, a former rebel of the armed revolutionary group, the New People’s Army 
or NPA, named Agnes Reano testified before the Philippine Senate about the 
alleged recruitment activities of the communist movement in universities. Here, 
she claimed that she was “a student by day and NPA by night” (Ager). The statement 
invited collective mockery on social media. Netizens pointed out: How is it possible 
to attend your classes by day in the city to go to the countryside—which is hours and 
hours away—to be an NPA? The hashtag #NPAnightshift trended on Twitter. One 
of those who joined the outcry is novelist Norman Wilwayco. Hours after Reano’s 
contentious claim, Wilwayco posted a link to an e-book copy of his award-winning 
novel Gerilya on his Facebook account, with the caption: “obvious that you know 
nothing about the NPA, read up if you have time” (“halatang wala kayong alam sa 
mga NPA. basa-basa rin pag may time”)1 (Wilwayco, “Halatang Wala Kayong Alam 
Sa Mga NPA”).

I begin this article with this account as it points to the role played by fiction 
in advancing a particular understanding of the revolutionary struggle and in 
contesting state anti-communist demonology, as exemplified in recent years by 
the propaganda of the government’s National Task Force to End Local Communist 
Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC) that labels it as terrorist. For over fifty years of 
struggle against imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucrat capitalism, the national 
democratic (NatDem) revolution led by the Communist Party of the Philippines 
(CPP) and waged by the NPA through a rural-based protracted people’s war 
has captured the imagination of writers like Wilwayco, seeking to challenge the 
denigration of communism in the public sphere. NatDem fictions, or fictional 
texts, in literary, theatrical, or filmic forms, portray the difficult experiences in the 
struggle, while communicating the relevance of its agenda to transform Philippine 
society. 

The NatDem movement has undergone a well-documented period of crises and 
rectification after the 1986 EDSA People Power and the end of the Cold War. Such 
setbacks have fueled an emergent imagination of the obsolescence of the revolution, 
and Marxism in general. “Resistance organizations and national liberation 
movements,” wrote Barbara Harlow, bear “their own internal contradictions and 
debates” (29). She continued that “it is precisely these self-critical controversies 
that sustain the movements’ active agency in the historical arena of world politics 
and the struggle for culture which need to be theoretically elaborated and given 
their full ‘historical and sociological weight’” (29). NatDem fictions have played an 
important role in such theoretical elaboration by asserting the dynamic character 
of the political struggle and the capacity of revolutionary subjects to rectify errors 
in theory and in practice. Fictional narratives, and more broadly, literary works 
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about the crises of the NatDem movement, can be understood as important 
engagements with the revolutionary movement’s errors and the broader ideological 
marginalization of Marxism in Philippine politics and society in the post-EDSA 
years, as earlier studies have demonstrated (Castillo “Fictionalizing Error”; Hau; 
Garcellano; Tadiar; Guillermo). 

This article is part of a broader project that analyzes NatDem fictions and their 
examination of the various issues that the NatDem movement has confronted since 
its crises-ridden years in the post-EDSA transition to democracy (Castillo NatDem 
Fictions).2 I examine Gerilya and its critical portrayal of, and commentary on, the 
revolutionary struggle. Largely unflattering in its depiction of NPA guerrillas in the 
countryside, the novel utilizes its oft-scathing portrayal of revolutionary subjects to 
touch on the difficulties of revolutionary subjective development or remolding, and 
the fraught process of forming comradely relations. Such difficulties are embedded 
in the revolution’s complexity as a social process that involves revolutionaries 
working toward transforming the social order to give birth to a new one, while 
transforming themselves into social actors engaged in the makings of emergent, 
emancipatory lifeways. 

Here, it is instructive to turn to Neferti X. M. Tadiar who conceptualizes social 
experiences as involving “the coming into being of new social actors who would 
change the material conditions in which they find themselves” (10). Such emergent 
social and political agency affirms Raymond Williams’s theorization that “no mode 
of production and therefore no dominant social order and therefore no dominant 
culture ever in reality includes or exhausts all human practice, human energy, and 
human intention” (125). In the case of the revolution, the coming into being—the 
emergence of progressive social and political agency—entails the complicated 
dynamics of entanglement in well-entrenched and persisting socioeconomic 
and cultural conditions, political structures, and social relations. Revolutionary 
experiences, therefore, can be understood as forms of social relations and practices 
that emerge from, interact with, and even transform existing and entrenched ones 
in ways marked by a messy mix of frictions, compromises, and negotiations.

Exemplifying such messy dynamics, Gerilya features revolutionaries who 
navigate non-revolutionary, and even dominant social formations, and relations 
that variedly support, hinder, and even become transformed by, the struggle. As I 
elaborate later, feudal relations become forms of social support for revolutionaries, 
while also creating subjective barriers to Party discipline and other related political 
goals.  The Party, in its role as mediator of theory and practice and dispenser of 
revolutionary discipline, engages with the individual and collective contradictions 
among revolutionaries that shape its organizational potency as the vanguard of 
the revolution. As Georg Lukács explained, “[e]very organised action is—in and 
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for itself—a tangle of individual deeds on the part of individuals and groups” (299). 
To address setbacks and failures ensuing from such contradictions and continue 
the advance of the struggle, the Party is therefore expected to lead the movement’s 
conduct of rectification.

The process of rectification has an important place in the revolution’s history. 
The movement itself was founded through the First Great Rectification Movement, 
which sought to expose, criticize, and correct the errors of the leaders of the older 
party and led the way for the reestablishment of the CPP. The reestablishment 
document “Rectify Errors and Rebuild the Party,” which was drafted by the CPP’s 
founding Chair Jose Maria Sison, quoted the Maoist formulation in explaining 
the importance of rectification as part of revolutionary work: “When we criticize 
errors and weaknesses, it is ‘to learn from past mistakes to avoid future ones’ and 
‘to cure sickness to save the patient’” (Communist Party of the Philippines, “Rectify 
Errors and Rebuild the Party” 6). As Andrew Mertha writes, rectification, as it 
was developed under Mao, emerged as an important mechanism of governance 
that sought to render salvageable and governable, through rehabilitation, errant 
elements under the Party, instead of resorting to their violent liquidation or 
purging3 (Mertha 208). In the CPP’s view, Mao has provided an important guide 
to rectifying errors, especially in the context of “modern revisionism,” manifested 
in the ideological deviations committed by communist parties in many parts of 
the world, particularly in the Soviet Union, resulting in their failure to sustain a 
proletarian-led socialist order (Communist Party of the Philippines “Rectify Errors 
and Rebuild the Party”; Liwanag). 

The Party thus called on cadres “to make self-criticism in order to improve their 
political work constantly” (Communist Party of the Philippines, “Rectify Errors 
and Rebuild the Party” 45). Later, another rectification process—the Second 
Great Rectification Movement—would be launched  to address the crises that the 
movement went through in the 1980s and 1990s, touching on important theoretical 
and practical issues such as revolutionary tactics and strategy, particularly the 
relationship between urban and rural political work, armed and parliamentary 
struggles, as well as the question of democratic governance within the Party 
(Abinales; Weekley; Caouette).

True to the rehabilitative dimension of rectification, a central imperative 
among revolutionaries is the process of subjective transformation also known 
as revolutionary remolding. “To remold oneself into a proletarian revolutionary,” 
Sison wrote, “one does not only study and learn Marxist theory from books but 
must also engage in revolutionary practice” (Sison and Werning 56). As stated 
in the CPP’s Constitution first ratified in 1968, the Party enforces a regime of 
activities intended to cultivate proper revolutionary behavior. One such activity 
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is the practice of criticism and self-criticism among its members (Communist 
Party of the Philippines, “Constitution of the Communist Party of the Philippines”). 
Members hold sessions in which they point out each other’s errors and weaknesses, 
and when necessary, resolve to submit to corresponding disciplinary actions. These 
sessions are an essential part of revolutionary life, belonging to a range of activities 
intended to shape a revolutionary actor toward proper political subjectivity. As 
social scientist Rosanne Rutten observes, “[a] ‘good revolutionary’ served as a 
model for the masa [masses] and the comrades, was always open to criticism and 
self-improvement, and practiced ‘simple living’ (adjusting to the lifestyle of the 
masa). Although few activists fully matched the ideal, many made a sincere effort 
to do so” (421–22). In the course of the struggle, revolutionaries are therefore called 
upon to transform, and advance from, retrograde and oppressive lifeways toward 
the agenda of becoming ideal revolutionary subjects. Such efforts to remake the 
self, however, are inevitably rife with the collisions of emergent practices and 
habits with older, entrenched ones. Thus, the process of revolutionary remolding 
is nothing less than fraught. Individuals encounter internal and external barriers in 
the difficult process of developing proper revolutionary subjectivity. 

In examining such barriers to revolutionary remolding, Gerilya chronicles 
a series of the uneasy encounters between petty bourgeois revolutionaries from 
the city and revolutionary peasants in the countryside. In the following sections, I 
examine how the novel lays bare the subjective crises and contradictions faced by 
these revolutionaries, as they strive to actualize a political community of struggle, 
forge comradely relations, and adhere to the Party’s revolutionary vision and 
mandates. Amid the dangers of state counterinsurgency, these revolutionaries 
confront deep-seated social relations, behaviors, and mentalities harbored both 
in the city and the countryside that complicate the processes of revolutionary 
remolding and pose both enabling and disabling conditions to the advance of the 
revolution. 

GERILYA4

Gerilya centers on the experiences of two university-educated guerrillas, Tony and 
Ala, as they encounter different characters and situations in a guerrilla zone in the 
province of Bulacan in Central Luzon. In its unpublished form, the novel received 
the grand prize in the Filipino-language novel category of the Don Carlos Palanca 
Memorial Awards for Literature in 2008. That same year, the novel was released 
by an independent publisher called Cotton Candy. In 2019, it was reissued, along 
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with Wilwayco’s other novels, by another independent publishing house, Rebo. 
Wilwayco has, however, maintained his permission to circulate the novel’s digital 
copy for free online. 

In his review of the novel, writer Edgar Calabia Samar considers Gerilya as a 
sequel to Wilwayco’s earlier Palanca-winning novel, Mondomanila (2002). Both 
novels revolve around the antihero bearing the name Tony de Guzman and display 
Wilwayco’s characteristic “rude, obscene, bold, truthful” language, which registers 
a crass variety of Tag-lish (Tagalog-English). Reading Gerilya in reference to this 
earlier novel, Samar explains how Wilwayco moves from a “very individualistic 
response to systemic problems” tackled in Mondomanila to the “possibility and 
difficulty of collective struggle” (18).

While Gerilya opens with a disclaimer that the events and characters depicted 
are fictional, Wilwayco claims that the novel is based on his own experiences. A 
novelist, musician, web designer, and writer for film and television whose literary 
works have won various awards, including several recognitions from the Don Carlos 
Palanca Memorial Awards for Literature, Wilwayco, who is now based in Australia, 
claimed to have been exposed to political activism during his undergraduate 
years, leading to his foray in the countryside in the 1990s (Wilwayco, Interview). 
He said that he did not intend to write Gerilya as a follow-up to Mondomanila, 
explaining that he has always used the name Tony for his fictional protagonists, 
after the nom de guerre of a friend who died in the armed struggle (Wilwayco, 
Interview). The similarities between the two characters are still worth noting. Like 
Tony in Mondomanila, the protagonist of Gerilya also has “two main addictions—
marijuana and invectives” (Samar 18). These vices, which index the protagonist 
NPA guerrilla’s indulgences and excesses, are essential to the novel’s examination 
of the contradictions underlying the development of guerrilla subjectivities in the 
countryside. For instance, Tony’s swearing is technically prohibited in the Mao-
inspired “Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points of Attention,” enforced 
in the NPA (Gracias and Gamboa). This behavioral transgression is one among the 
various entrenched habits and tendencies that revolutionaries bring with them in 
the guerrilla zone.

Gerilya is divided into episodic chapters introduced by epigraphs quoted from 
the lyrics of protest and revolutionary songs. As Filipino revolutionary cultural 
theorist Kris Montañez explained, revolutionary songs are among the most 
popular of the creative forms in the struggle, expressing “in the emotive language 
of the art, the ideas, experiences, sentiments and aspirations which are directly 
linked to the tasks and struggles of the masses,” and serving as among the most 

“accessible method of disseminating revolutionary ideas, policies, calls, etc. to the 
masses” (33). The practical affective value of these cultural forms is considerable; 
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Montañez cited an incident when the song “Mendiola” (or “Awit sa Mendiola” 
[Song of Mendiola]) was “drawn from use” by an NPA regional command because 
it was said to “reinforce pessimism” (43). Quite notably, parts of this song, which 
was composed in memory of the student activists who died in the streets of 
Mendiola during the Marcos regime (Maceda 54), appear as epigraphs in some 
chapters of Gerilya. The presence of these epigraphs, which convey a romantic 
view of revolutionary militancy, contrasts with the novel’s demystifying chronicle 
of the behavioral crudities and errors of revolutionaries. This contrasting effect is 
also registered in the novel’s vivid evocations of the lush surroundings and pastoral 
beauty of the countryside, where the gritty realities and violence of guerrilla activity 
take place. 

The novel opens with a graphic scene of state violence in the countryside. The 
guerrilla Alma runs away from soldiers, straining to reach the safety of a peasant 
ally’s house. They shoot her in the leg and take turns raping her. The episode 
abruptly takes a surrealistic turn; noises from a TV show and a profanity-laced 
interior monologue spill through this scene of violence. The violent assault in the 
countryside is revealed to be a traumatic memory of events that took place three 
years ago. This memory haunts Alma (who now uses her real name Ala), as she lies 
down, drunk, on the cockroach-infested floor of the house that she shares with her 
husband, Tony, in the city. The noises that flit in and out of her consciousness come 
from the TV show that her husband, high on cannabis, watches with irritation. 

The psychedelic mood that suffuses the novel’s opening impresses upon 
the reader the chaotic swirl of Ala’s traumatic reveries, as well as her husband’s 
intoxicated musings. In one scene, the hyperventilating Tony tries to get a grip 
of himself by launching into a narcotics-induced interior monologue that evinces 

“the force of spectacle transforming subjects into mere spectators of their own 
experience” (Smith 135):  

Reality—Tony de Guzman, high-paying job, promising career, born for the revolution, 
stoner by choice, gone, dead, suffocated inside an antique elevator in Cityland 
Mandaluyong, modest starter condos for the newlyweds, Tony, a very good software 
engineer, bright future, nice friends, vegetable wife in bed tormented by the past, 
twitching under the blanket, Marxist revelations dancing inside her head, TV blaring all 
day and all night, gin burns down her throat . . . Reality check . . . think positive . . . think 
God . . . Yes God. Dig God. (Wilwayco, Gerilya 13–14) 

Set three years after the couple’s revolutionary stint in the countryside, Tony’s 
cannabis-induced “reality check” conveys the strong undercurrents of urban 
ennui in the middle-class lives that he and his wife presently lead. In the city, the 
couple strive in vain, so it appears, to rebuild their lives, while they recover from 
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the tumultuous memories of their revolutionary experiences in the countryside. 
Taking up most of the novel’s pages, these rural guerrilla experiences reveal the 
difficulties that both Tony and Ala encounter as city-bred, university-educated 
petty bourgeois revolutionaries forging comradely relations with the peasant 
cadres and unorganized masses in the countryside.

 

IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

In episodic flashbacks, Gerilya recounts Tony’s and Ala’s experiences in the guerrilla 
zone in Bulacan, conveying their inner thoughts and feelings about their activities 
as guerrillas. Tony, who bears the nom de guerre Poli, describes his excitement 
about joining the NPA as akin to a drug-induced “trip”:

Tamang hardcore na nature trip. Bakit, totoo namang hardcore itong papasukin ko 
ah. Tangina may mas hardcore pa ba sa pagsapi sa NPA? Panis ang mga tarantadong 
aktibistang nakikipagbatuhan sa rally sa Maynila. Dito, narito sa kanayunan ang totoong 
pakikibaka. Dito sinusulat ang kasaysayan ng pambansa-demokratikong rebolusyon, 
motherfuckers!

Just the right hardcore nature trip. Why, it’s true that what I’m entering is hardcore. Son-
of-a-bitch is there anything more hardcore than joining the NPA? Those bastard activists 
who throw stones during rallies in Manila are no match. Here, in the countryside, is 
the real struggle. Here is where the national democratic revolution is being written, 
motherfuckers! (Wilwayco, Gerilya 26)

Poli’s view of the revolution as a “trip,” expressed in irreverent, profanity-laced 
Tag-lish typical of urban middle-class youth in Manila, betrays a condescending 
individualism that regards one’s guerrilla involvement as a reason to brag and 
look down on other forms of political engagement that are also important to the 
struggle. Sentiments like this suffuse Poli’s recounting of his experiences in the 
guerrilla zone. These chronicles are conveyed in the first-person point of view, akin 
to the angst-ridden narrators of Irvine Welsh and Chuck Palahniuk—Wilwayco’s 
literary influences (Wilwayco, Interview)—providing the reader access to Poli’s 
frequently disagreeable thoughts and feelings. Alternating with Poli’s experiences 
are chapters that narrate the experiences of Alma, conveyed through the omniscient 
third-person perspective. These divergent narrative perspectives allow the shifts 
between the intrapersonal (in Poli’s case) and the interpersonal (in Alma’s case), 
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capturing the complex individual and collective dimensions of comradeship in the 
struggle.

Comradeship, writes political theorist Jodi Dean, is a “political relation between 
those on the same side of a political struggle” (3) . Dean conceives of the idea of the 
comrade as a “utopian” mode of belonging that can “cut through the determinations 
of the everyday” (22) and transcend existing social hierarchies and categories. “The 
power of comrade,” Dean elaborates, resides in “how it negates old relations” that 
mark the everyday “and promises new ones” (11). Realizing this mode of political 
belonging requires that the party be an “emancipated egalitarian organization 
of collective life” (6) that secures, sustains, and disciplines the formation of 
comradeship in the struggle for communism. 

Dean’s utopian view of comradeship elides over the processes by which the 
emergence of comradely relations frequently comes up against existing modes 
of belonging. Dean’s conception of the comrade, notes Mie Inouye, obscures the 

“objective—and strategic—limits to our ability to ‘abstract’ from specificity and 
‘posit’ sameness and equality” (Inouye). The experiences of Poli and Ala reveal that 
such limits, as well as potentials, are embodied in enduring non-revolutionary (or 
non-comradely) relations that shape the interactions of petty bourgeois guerrillas, 
and peasant revolutionaries and allies. Embodying the dialectic between older and 
newer relations, emergent, progressive forms of belonging like comradeship interact 
with, and oftentimes rely on, for better or for worse, entrenched social relations 
and hierarchies. As revealed in the novel, the peasants in the feudal countryside— 
the base for organizing, as well as the main forces of the revolution—bear affective 
practices and mentalities like close family ties, seniority, and patriarchal sexism, 
which variedly advance and impede not only the forging of genuine comradeship, 
but also the organizational practices of the Party.

Alma and Poli participate in these complex relational dynamics in the countryside, 
while also grappling with their own subjective contradictions as petty bourgeois 
individuals who strive to undergo, and often fall short of, revolutionary remolding. 
Thus, the novel stages various interactions—meetings, chance encounters, and 
casual conversations—to illustrate the varied, often clashing behaviors, dispositions, 
and lifeways of revolutionaries hailing from the city and the countryside. 

In a chapter titled “Masaker sa Gulod” [Massacre on the Hill], the members of 
Alma’s revolutionary collective discuss the plan to massacre the herd of cows owned 
by Mr. Gomez, a rich peasant who refuses to pay revolutionary taxes. She questions 
the plan, incensing an elder peasant comrade, Ka [Comrade] Ely, who derides her 
intellectual and urban background. “The problem with you, students from Manila” 
(“Hirap sa inyong mga estudyanteng galing Maynila”), the elder comrade chides her, 
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“you think you know everything. All from books. You come here in the countryside, 
then you want to teach us how to wage the struggle. We’ve been here for long; 
we know the revolution better” (“akala nyo alam nyo na ang lahat. Panay naman 
galing sa libro. Pupunta-punta kayo dito sa kanayunan tapos gusto nyo pa kaming 
turuan kung paano makibaka. Eh matagal na kami rito, mas kabisado namin ang 
rebolusyon”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 17). Half-heartedly, she acquiesces to the decision 
of the collective and weeps after the massacre. 

Alma also provokes the contempt of other peasant comrades because of her 
willingness to question and criticize how they conduct themselves in the struggle. 
In one chapter, she stumbles upon the members of her Party collective—the three 
elderly peasant comrades Ikong, Rey, and Papa Red—having a drink, evidently 
unprepared for their meeting. While she reminds herself to be patient, because 

“whoever is more advanced, should learn to be more understanding” (“Kung sino 
ang kasamang mas sulong, siya dapat ang matutong umunawa”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 
51), she calls them out for their lack of discipline. The elder comrades lash out at 
her. Alma knows that they look down on her, being a woman new to the guerrilla 
struggle; she is aware that even seasoned Marxists entrenched in feudal relations 
in the countryside value seniority and harbor patriarchal attitudes. When she calls 
out Papa Red for his subtle sexual advances, which even other female comrades 
complain about, the elderly revolutionary retorts, “You, I’ll give you two-three 
years, you’ll lie-low. You’ll go home to your rich parents. Finish your studies, work, 
lose any concern for the country. One request though. When you become rich, 
send me money here. So you’ll at least pay for the coffee I have served you” (“Ikaw 
bibigyan kita ng dalawa hanggang tatlong taon, maglalaylo ka na. Uuwi ka na doon 
sa mga magulang mong mayayaman. Magtatapos ng aral, magtatrabaho, walang 
nang pakialam sa bayan. Request ko lang, hane. Pag ika’y umasenso na, padalahan 
mo naman ako ng pera dine. Nang mabayaran mo naman ang pina-kape ko sa 
yo”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 53). Like Ka Ely’s earlier retort, Papa Red’s angry outburst 
demonstrates the peasants’ mistrust of the petty bourgeoisie, particularly those 
raised in the cities and educated in universities. While he views the countryside 
as both a place of poverty and a place where one lives out one’s concern for the 
country, the city is understood as a place where one lies low and extinguishes one’s 
zeal for the struggle.

The confrontation reveals the deep-seated cynicism of peasants toward the 
sincerity and commitment of the more affluent members of society who decide 
to join the armed revolution. “Peasants are very sensitive” (“Ang mga magsasaka, 
sobrang sensitive”), the veteran cadre Ka Mon reminds Alma. “They know their 
status in the society is very low . . . So when you say something, their feelings get 
hurt” (“Alam nila, sobrang baba ng level nila sa lipunan . . . May masabi ka lang na 
kung ano, sumasama na loob nila”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 88–89). He tells her to be 
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patient in dealing with them. “A true Marxist swims with the masses, is not detached 
from them like a savior from heaven” (Ang tunay na Marxista, lumalangoy sa hanay 
ng masa, hindi nakahiwalay na parang tagapagligtas mula sa langit”), he continues 
(Wilwayco, Gerilya 88–89). Ka Mon counts on Alma to be more understanding 
toward peasants, whose political consciousness and even personal dispositions 
are tied to their dehumanizing experiences in the underdeveloped social order of 
the countryside. This expectation implies an esteemed view of the role of petty 
bourgeois revolutionaries, especially those hailing from the intelligentsia, in the 
struggle.

In the NatDem movement’s landmark document Philippine Society and 
Revolution, Sison, writing as Amado Guerrero, explained the importance of the 
intellectual petty bourgeoisie, as illustrated in the historic contribution of the 
student movement to the struggle. University-educated petty bourgeois like 
Alma are valued for their “keen political sense” and their capacity to undertake 
educational and propaganda work in both the cities and the rural areas (Guerrero 
139). Guerrero, however, warned that petty bourgeois revolutionaries require 
guidance because they are “characteristically subjective, individualistic, impetuous 
or easily cowed because of their petty bourgeois origin, living conditions and 
political outlook. They are susceptible to counterrevolutionary ideas” (140). He 
explained that some petty bourgeois revolutionaries “will drop out and a few will 
even become enemies of the revolution but others will revolutionize and remold 
their thinking and persist in the ranks of the revolutionaries” (Guerrero 140). They 
can overcome these tendencies, Guerrero argued, by “deeply involving themselves 
in mass struggles over a long period of time” (140).

One’s immersion and participation in the revolution, however, do not guarantee 
a smooth transformation toward proper revolutionary subjectivity. This is 
exemplified by Poli’s case. Even while immersed in the struggle in the countryside, 
his behavior falls short of the demands of revolutionary discipline. He fakes 
excuses just to snatch at a chance to smoke weed. His inner sentiments are also 
marked by some reactionary views, peppered with invectives and sarcastic quips. 
Out of contempt, he contemplates, in jest, about murdering a comrade: “[H]ad I 
shot him in the head during that time, it would’ve been a big favor to the Party 
and the overall advance of the people’s war” (“kung binaril ko siya sa ulo noong 
mga panahong iyon, tiyak na mas malaking pabor sa Partido at sa pangkalahatang 
pagsulong ng digmaang bayan”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 41). Irritated at the laziness of 
two of his comrades, he suspects them of being homosexuals and secretly wishes 
that homophobic cadres discover them (Wilwayco, Gerilya 40), suggesting the 
persistence of sexual discrimination among revolutionaries, who are expected 
to be progressive even in matters related to gender and sexuality. These inner 
sentiments, Samar writes in his review of the novel, “were his reflexive reactions 
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to bourgeois tendencies of the people he worked with” (18). But I venture that 
these reactions are revealing of Poli’s own un-remolded problematic attitudes and 
dispositions—his homophobia and trigger-happy mentality, among others—that 
are no less offensive than his comrades’ behaviors. 

Despite these flaws in attitude and disposition, Poli has gained a legendary 
reputation among urban activists. “You’re the idol of activists in the city” (“Ikaw 
ang idol ng mga tibak sa lunsod”), says a comrade who visits him in the guerrilla 
zone. “Your legend[ary reputation] has reached different universities” (“Umabot 
na sa iba’t-ibang unibersidad ang legend mo”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 59). Stories about 
his military exploits in the countryside circulate in the cities, fashioning him into a 
heroic figure. Despite his problematic behavior in the countryside, this figuration 
plays an important part in inspiring activists to be drawn to the armed struggle. 
Poli therefore acquires “cult value,” which Tadiar, following Walter Benjamin, uses 
to refer to how social perception, mediated through stories about revolutionary 
experiences, transforms revolutionary personalities into valorized idols (Tadiar 
310). 

This cult value also plays a crucial role in drawing the masses, as well as 
organized activists, to the struggle. University-educated guerrillas like Poli and 
Alma command certain charismatic power that the movement deploys in advancing 
its political agenda. While they are hiding from enemy soldiers, Poli sees himself 
smitten with Alma and soon imagines himself like the masses she organizes. He 
muses about how the revolutionary movement deploys university-educated 
guerrillas like her to the frontlines of political organization, “how we, smooth-
skinned students, are always the ones facing the masses” (“kung paanong kaming 
mga makikinis na estudyante ang laging nakaharap sa masa”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 
140). Revolutionary propaganda and expansion depend not only on politics and 
ideology, but also on factors like physical appearance and charisma that contribute 
to the effectiveness of political persuasion. It is “clearer than in Filipino movies that 
here in the countryside” (“malinaw pa sa pelikulang Pilipino na dito sa kanayunan”), 
he realizes, “the NPA [members] look like the protagonists, and the AFP [soldiers] 
look like villains” (“mukhang bida ang mga NPA at mukhang kontrabida ang AFP”) 
(Wilwayco, Gerilya 141).

Poli’s reflection also registers the power of non-revolutionary cultural spectacles 
like movies as an imaginative framework for political activity, particularly for petty 
bourgeois guerrillas exposed to Hollywood culture. Poli, for instance, compares 
one of his exploits to the onscreen adventures of American martial artist and actor 
Chuck Norris. While conducting a tactical offensive, he imagines the action films 
that he has seen as practical templates from which he can imitate fighting “moves” 
during an enemy encounter. Alma, in another subplot, makes use of a threat inspired 
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by the Hollywood film The Godfather (1972) to exact revolutionary tax from a 
businessman operating an illegal quarry. A violent chapter about revolutionaries 
punishing a group of illegal loggers is titled “Baraka Chinso Masaker [Baraka 
Chainsaw Massacre],” in reference to the slasher movie Texas Chainsaw Massacre 
(1974). Revolutionaries in Gerilya imagine their guerrilla experiences as cinematic 
spectacles, drawing on violent genres like slasher and action movies that are evoked 
in the graphic scenes of violence in the novel. These non-revolutionary cultural 
resources aid them in making sense of, and surviving, the perils and tedium of the 
armed revolution. Gerilya is also not beyond constructing a less than spectacular 
portrayal of revolutionary experiences, marked by tragicomic moments of guerrilla 
clumsiness and recklessness. For instance, an NPA guerrilla falls asleep and ends 
up being left behind by his comrades during an encounter; another forgets a 
marriage certificate needed to officiate the wedding of two comrades; in another 
scene, Poli, in his fear, forgets to wear his shoes and runs to the forest barefoot to 
escape chasing soldiers. These moments, along with Poli’s problematic behavior 
and attitude, challenge the cultic figuration that stories about guerrillas like him 
generate in the cities. 

Despite the predominantly unpleasant image of the petty bourgeois 
revolutionaries inscribed in its pages, Gerilya offers some moments that illustrate 
how even stubborn guerrillas like Poli are reminded of the correctness of the 
struggle through their experiences with the masses whom they organize and recruit 
for the struggle. As Tadiar notes, revolutionary literature treats the masses in the 
countryside as “both the material means and the symbolic object of revolutionary 
struggle,” turning them into figurations of land—“the cause on whose behalf the 
struggle is waged,” as well as “the vital sources of food, shelter, protection, and 
information for the guerrilla forces” (271). In their various encounters in the 
countryside, Alma acknowledges the agential, almost messianic, power of the 
masses: “[I]t’s always the masses who resolve the movement’s problems” (“laging 
masa ang sumasalba sa mga suliranin ng kilusan”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 122). Peasants 
welcome the guerrillas to their homes, feeding and sheltering them, treating them 
as part of their own family, and hiding them from enemy forces. In another scene, 
peasants from the Indigenous Dumagat community welcome Poli, inspiring 
feelings of warmth and zeal in him. These moments indicate the openings and 
potential toward genuine revolutionary remolding, which the characters in the 
novel strive, and find difficult, to achieve.

The tension between feudal ties and revolutionary imperatives, however, 
complicates the relational dynamics between the peasant masses and 
revolutionaries. In another subplot, the novel introduces the widow Inang [Mother] 
Goring, characterized as the guerrilla’s Tandang [Elder] Sora, after the Filipina 
heroine, who, in her old age, provided shelter and refuge for revolutionaries during 
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the 19th-century Philippine revolution against Spain. Like Tandang Sora, Inang 
Goring opens her house as a haven and meeting place for revolutionaries, largely 
out of debt of gratitude [utang na loob]. She believes she owes the movement for 
radicalizing her son Rading, turning him from a lazy drunkard, who brings nothing 
but trouble to his parents, into a brave guerrilla. Later, Alma learns about Rading’s 
fate, which the guerrillas conceal from Inay Goring; he was executed by comrades 
after being found out as an enemy agent, an episode that not only points to the 
movement’s policy of death penalty against intelligence operatives but also subtly 
recalls the anti-infiltration hysteria that decimated the movement in its crisis-
ridden years (Castillo Digmaan Ng Mga Alaala). This concealment illustrates the 
complex dynamics of interactions between the guerrillas and the peasant masses, 
and reveals the ethical dilemmas that revolutionaries confront in the struggle, as 
they strive to maintain a harmonious relationship with the masses they organize.

While political organizing often depends on feudal ties, certain tendencies 
within the peasant classes justify the subordination of feudal ties to revolutionary 
discipline. The case of Papa Red, who serves as a father figure among guerrillas, 
further illustrates the need to punish errant cadres. As can be recalled, Papa Red 
has been accused by Alma of making unwanted sexual advances toward some 
female comrades. After his daughter Luz’s marriage to Jules, another comrade 
under the Party, the groom discovers that his bride is already pregnant. This 
prompts Luz to reveal a dark secret—her father has raped her and even molests 
her younger sister. As the revolutionary movement considers rape a heinous crime 
punishable by death, the Party cadres decide to execute Papa Red.5 Moments before 
his execution, Papa Red negotiates for his life and brings up his contribution to 
the revolution and his established relations with his executioners: “I won’t appear 
anymore. Tell the other comrades, you killed me. Have mercy, comrades. Since I 
welcomed you into my home, fed you in my dining table, allowed you to sleep in 
my house” (“Hindi na ko magpapakita. Sabihin n’yo sa mga kasama, pinatay n’yo 
ko. Parang awa nyo na, mga kasama. Tutal pinatuloy ko kayo sa pamamahay ko, 
pinakain ko kayo sa hapag ko, pinatulog sa bahay”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 154). Here, 
Papa Red invokes the feudal ties, particularly embodied in the notion of utang na 
loob [debt of gratitude], that support revolutionary work, in his desperation to 
dodge the disciplinary mechanisms of the movement. Unmoved by his plea, the 
cadres carry out the death penalty in a darkly comical manner; they forget to bring 
a knife to execute him, so instead they try to kill him, rather torturously, with a nail 
cutter, before eventually shooting him in the head. 

These subplots involving Papa Red and Rading highlight the difficulties that 
underpin Dean’s utopian ideal of comradeship, which cadres strive to abstract 
from the feudal ties that serve as social infrastructures for the revolution. At the 
risk of endangering established friendships and allyship, revolutionaries struggle to 
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uphold revolutionary discipline and caution, especially in the life-and-death zone 
in the countryside where enemies assiduously lurk. 

Such concern for revolutionary discipline is, however, susceptible to the political 
miscalculations and erroneous analyses committed by even well-meaning comrades, 
particularly the characteristically reckless petty bourgeoisie. In another subplot, 
Alma and her comrades suspect Joseph, the son of a trustworthy ally, Amba Dencio, 
to be an enemy agent hired by state forces. Convinced that Joseph’s new clothes and 
motorcycle were bought with the money that the military pays him, she proposes 
to take him down. The graphically recounted attempt to kill the suspected agent 
goes awry, and Joseph is left critically wounded. Later, Amba Dencio, who rescues 
Alma from the enemy forces who rape her in the novel’s opening scene, tells her 
that Joseph has a sister working overseas who gives him money. Alma’s mistaken 
accusation recalls the paranoia and suspicion that fueled the movement’s tragic 
anti-infiltration campaigns that resulted in one of the most violent errors in the 
revolution—the bloody purges (Castillo Digmaan Ng Mga Alaala). 

Guilty over Joseph’s fate and traumatized by her assault at the hands of enemy 
forces, Alma finds romantic comfort in Poli, who is likewise physically and 
morally battered in the struggle. Their lovemaking—in Poli’s words, “a temporary 
sanctuary amidst persistent struggle” (“panandaliang sangktuwaryo sa puspusang 
pakikibaka”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 174)—becomes an occasion to expose their 
weaknesses, desires, and exhaustion in the face of revolutionary urgencies. Here, 
they admit their vulnerabilities as individuals who need, and usually fail, to embody 
the ideal subjectivity in the revolution. Sex, in this scene, embodies their individual 
desires that transgress the disciplining principles of the revolution, as inscribed 
in guidelines that discourage pre-marital sex for its exploitative potential and 
regard it as something that must be addressed through mechanisms of remolding 
like “criticism, reminders and education” (Alburo 31). Coming to terms with their 
demoralized dispositions, they jointly decide to lie low from the struggle. They 
explore an option readily available to middle-class radicals like them—a safe, 
comfortable existence away from the hardships and sacrifices of the revolution.

The two are emboldened by their decision to lie low—without formally 
notifying their comrades—to commit deeds that transgress their comrades’ wishes, 
asserting their individual whims over collective decision-making. Alma reveals to 
Inay Goring the Party’s long-held secret about Rading’s fate. Enraged, the elderly 
woman refuses to believe her and denounces Alma and Poli as rich kids who simply 
want to smear the movement, an outburst revealing of the typical peasant view of 
the political unreliability of petty bourgeois revolutionaries. In an act that evinces 
his trigger-happy tendencies, Poli guns down a drug pusher, who he believes is 
responsible for ruining the lives of the youth in the countryside. After committing 
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these reckless acts, the lovers take the bus to the city and reveal their real names 
to each other. In shedding off their revolutionary identities as they head out of the 
countryside, the novel closes with an image of the city as an escape route for petty 
bourgeois revolutionaries out of the struggle. 

ERROR AND RECTIFICATION

According to Wilwayco, some activists and others sympathetic to the movement 
have criticized the novel because of its unflattering depiction of the various 
failings of revolutionaries to remold (Wilwayco, Interview). In her review of the 
novel, the late activist writer-turned-guerrilla Kerima Tariman, writing as Marijoe 
Monumento, noted that “the dominance of the ‘lumpen tone’ of the character 
and the depiction of individual and organizational weaknesses of the NPA were 
considered by some to be a big problem with the novel” (“ang pangingibabaw na 
‘tonong lumpen’ ng tauhan at pagpapakita ng mga indibidwal at organisasyunal na 
kahinaan ng NPA ay maituturing na malaking problema ng nobela para sa ilan”)  
(Monumento). She ventured, however, that the novel’s “disturbing” portrayal of 
the revolution lays bare the “complexity in an individual’s decision to abandon 
old ways and attitudes to serve the masses” (“salimuot sa pagpapasya ng isang 
indibidwal na iwaksi ang dating mga gawi at aktitud upang maglingkod sa masa”) 
(Monumento). Despite what she noted as the absence of contextualization in the 
novel, which makes it difficult to situate it in a specific milieu, Monumento lauded 
the sensitive realism in Wilwayco’s “concrete picture of revolutionary activities, 
and even the conduct of the NPA’s movement in the countryside” (“kongkretong 
larawan ng mga rebolusyonaryong gawain, at maging manera ng pagkilos ng 
NPA sa kanayunan”) (Monumento). Indeed, the absence of any explicit temporal 
marker that would locate the novel’s narrative in the 1990s, during which Wilwayco 
claimed the events fictionalized in the novel took place, conveys how revolutionary 
hardships and errors perpetually afflict revolutionary work. The errors committed 
by the revolutionaries of the 1990s depicted in the novel might very well be the 
same errors of the revolutionaries in the 2000s, when the novel was published and 
reprinted.

I also affirm Monumento’s assertion that Gerilya’s portrayal of the failings 
and weaknesses of revolutionaries does not negate the continuing need for the 
revolution. This point is particularly amplified in the novel’s penultimate chapter, 
set three years after the couple’s decision to lie low from the movement and live 
in the city. Here, Ala and Tony decide to end their marriage and lead separate 
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lives outside of Metro Manila. While Tony plans to start a new life in a faraway 
province, with no indication of ever returning to the struggle, Ala decides to return 
to the countryside. Such decision stems from her belief that the legitimacy of the 
revolutionary agenda exceeds the various failings of guerrillas like her.

Crippled from the wounds from the enemy’s gun, Ala finds herself also damaged 
by the city, which, in her view, has turned into another forest that entraps her. “She 
needs to reach the ends of the forest” (“Kailangan niyang marating ang hangganan 
ng gubat”), Ala contemplates, reiterating the motif of escape in the novel’s opening 
chase; “[t]here lies salvation. She needs to come out of this forest alive” (“Naroon 
ang kaligtasan. Kailangang makalabas siya ng buhay sa gubat na ito”) (Wilwayco, 
Gerilya 167). For Ala, the return to the countryside—the forest of the revolution—
promises political, as well as, personal, salvation. The messianic undertone 
of this imagery of the countryside as a refuge in times of loss recalls the quasi-
religious sensibility of “revolutionary enchantment” that Tadiar similarly sees in 
revolutionary literary works (277–80). However, Gerilya challenges the idealistic 
undertone of this imagery. Ala is aware that, in the countryside, “doubt continues 
to spring . . . [b]ecause the revolution is not a picnic” (“tuloy pa rin ang pagsibol 
ng pag-aalinlangan... [d]ahil hindi piknik ang digmaan”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 169). 
Echoed here is Mao’s famous quote about the complex violent reality of the 
revolutionary struggle (“Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in 
Hunan” 28), which also appears in the novel’s epigraph.

In the end, Ala believes that while revolutionary errors are a perennial possibility, 
the movement perpetually embarks on efforts to rectify: “Of all the organizations 
in the country, or even in the whole world, the movement she knows has the 
most honest and determined policies and discipline in frequently criticizing its 
own errors and endlessly correcting them” (“Sa lahat ng organisasyon sa buong 
bansa, o maging sa buong mundo, ang kilusang kilala niya ang may pinakamatapat 
at determinadong mga patakaran at disiplina sa malimit na pagpuna sa sariling 
pagkakamali’t walang katapusang pagwawasto ng mga ito”) (Wilwayco, Gerilya 170).  
The practice of rectification is emphasized as proof of the movement’s integrity, 
lying at the core of the revolution’s ethical and moral framework of accountability 
and redress. 

Rectification opens toward the possibility of correcting mistakes and remolding 
flawed revolutionaries. “Comrades will make mistakes, mistakes that violate party 
principles and damage the proletarian struggle, mistakes that must be condemned,” 
writes Dean (111) “But that does not have to mean that they be cut off forever. 
Workers’ justice and communist principles require that comrades be given a chance 
to return” (111). As Ala rides the bus on the way to the guerrilla zone, presumably 
after reconnecting with former comrades (the novel does not say), Ala is hopeful 
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that, crippled though she may be physically, psychologically, and even politically, 
the countryside awaits and will welcome her. 

CONCLUSION

As I have demonstrated in the foregoing sections, the revolutionaries in Gerilya, 
even those who hail from the frequently romanticized segments of the peasantry, 
face the difficulties of revolutionary remolding and tend to succumb to feudal, 
and personalistic, impulses that violate comradely conduct. The narrative of 
revolutionary fallibility in the novel, however, ends up constructing the necessity 
and relevance of the revolution. The message is clear—in the same way that errors 
are unavoidable in the struggle, so is rectification. Crucial to this is the novel’s 
inscription of the disciplinary and judicial mechanisms within the movement to 
hold erring cadres accountable for their ways.

The reissuance of Gerilya under the government of Rodrigo Duterte may be 
seen to confront the aggressive propaganda campaign against the revolution, 
particularly under the auspices of NTF-ELCAC, which discredits the revolution’s 
political morality by foregrounding alleged individual and collective errors in the 
revolution and treating them as intrinsic to the movement. While unflattering in 
its depiction of erring revolutionaries, the novel makes clear its refusal to submit to 
this terroristic imaging of the guerrillas peddled by the state. Rather, the complex 
experiences of guerrillas depicted in its pages point to the difficult realities of the 
political struggle, highlighting the formidable yet necessary demands that the 
revolution—its formation of comradely relations and lifeways, its disciplinary 
mechanisms, its imperative toward remolding and constant rectification—makes 
on those who swear to commit to it. 
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Notes

1.	 In this study, I argue that novels like Lualhati Bautista’s Desaparesidos [The 
Disappeared] (2007) and Edberto Villegas’s Barikada [Barricade] (2013) 
examine the crises and resurgence faced by the revolutionary movement and 
revolutionaries in the post-EDSA years.

2.	 Mertha noted here that Mao’s formulation of rectification sought to veer away 
from the tendency to implement purges like the Futian affair in 1930s China and 
the Khmer Rouge killings in Cambodia. It is worth noting that in the Philippine 
context, the purges during the anti-infiltration campaigns in the 1980s could 
be seen in relation to the utter disregard of institutional mechanisms within 
the movement designed to investigate the errors of, and accusations toward, 
cadres—mechanisms to which the rehabilitative practice of rectification could 
be considered integral (Castillo Digmaan Ng Mga Alaala).

3.	 All translations of the novel’s excerpts, as well as quotes from reviews, are mine.
4.	 Revolutionaries conduct their own investigation through the People’s courts, 

which consider rape as a serious case (Kodao Productions).
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