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Abstract

Fredric Jameson argues that the passage from monopoly to late capitalism or globalization
has resulted in a “bewildering new world space” marked by a “weakening of historicity,” if
not the outright “suppression of history.” As a result, this dizzying, dehistoricized totality has
become unrepresentable. If this foreclosure is premised on the capture of social life by the
“interpenetration of government and big business” under late capitalism, this paper argues that
the forest, as a historically and narratively illegible space, may offer an escape. Drawing on a
Marxist tradition of ecocriticism, in particular Robert Spencer’s work on “forest literature,”
and notions of haunting and spectrality, this paper investigates how the forest in Alvin Yapan’s
Sandali ng mga Mata can “illuminate capitalism’s world-destroying power” and see through
the simultaneous transparencies, opacities, and distortions of late capitalism. In the context of
the country’s deepening entanglement with globalization and profound vulnerabilities to the
climate emergency, the idea of the forest as a way of seeing hopefully contributes to such an
urgent political task.
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INTRODUCTION

Compared to the older forms of capitalism, globalization as a historical moment to
be apprehended is distinguished by a “new experience of spatiality,” writes Fredric
Jameson (“The End of Temporality” 700). If, seen from the metropole, imperialism
“masks and conceals the nature of its existence” and the violent, exploitative
regimes it foisted on faraway colonies, the “new transnational cybernetic” of
late capitalism—built on “instant information transfers” and a global circuit
of “economic interdependence”—has supposedly suppressed space, resulting in
a kind of “new transparency of the postmodern world system” not unlike “the
Americanization of the world” (701). This “increasing predominance of space over
time” (“The Aesthetics of Singularity” 105), he says, marks the world’s passage from
the modern to the postmodern, evident, for instance, in how space signals the
shifting forms and scales of violence and brutalization across history, how “in our
time all politics is about real estate™

Postmodern politics is essentially a matter of land grabs, on a local as well as global scale.
Whether you think of the issue of Palestine or of gentrification and zoning in American
small towns, it is that peculiar and imaginary thing called private property in land which
is at stake. The land is not only an object of struggle between the classes, between rich
and poor; it defines their very existence and the separation between them. Capitalism
began with enclosure and with the occupation of the Aztec and Inca empires; and it is
ending with foreclosure and dispossession, with homelessness on the individual as well
as the collective level, and with the unemployment dictated by austerity and outsourcing,
the abandonment of factories and rustbelts. (Jameson, “The Aesthetics of Singularity”
130)

Jameson’s thesis about the link between postmodernism and spatiality, as well
as his characterization of the shift to late capitalism, has been challenged. Far
from being a seamless and uniform process, Derek Gregory writes, the circuits
of Jameson’s transnational cybernetic “[impose] its own unequal and uneven
geographies,” which impair and limit all claims to a kind of epistemic transparency
(12). Arina Lungu points out that, by foregrounding “abstract space” in his analysis
of postmodern sensibility, Jameson disregards “the diversity of concrete experience”
and other traditions of inquiry outside postmodern theory (5). Elsewhere, Neferti
Tadiar reminds us that “the other story” of globalization resuscitates “pasts that
might appear to be long gone,” including war, punishment, and waste, remnants
of a supposedly lapsed colonial era that “emerge as anachronisms in an entirely
changed global situation but ... in fact, shape the very contours of this present”
(Remaindered Life 24). In particular, the Philippine encounter with globalization
places the country “both in the midst of and at the edges of this maelstrom,” marked
by its “ostensible features,” namely the feminization of labor and labor export, rapid
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urbanization and the displacement of rural peasants, and the continued waging of
a revolutionary people’s war, all symptoms of “the permanent crisis” in the global
south that has become “the very motor of development of (and ever-immanent
mance to) the capitalist first world or the global north” (Tadiar, Things Fall Away
2—-3).

I tend to agree with these objections. But to the extent that Jameson’s description
of subjectivity in this “new hyperspace” can be disentangled from his broader view
of the globalizing process, I also see merit in what he posits as the consequences of
this process on narrative and representation. I have in mind certain features that he
says are constitutive of the postmodern condition, namely “a new depthlessness” or

“superficiality in the most literal sense,” and a “consequent weakening of historicity”
(Postmodernism 6, 9), if not the “suppression of history and even . . . time and
temporality itself” (“The End of Temporality” 701). The postmodern, he says, is
an idea defined by its “attempt to think the present historically in an age that has
forgotten how to think historically in the first place” (ix). Realities like the abstraction
of finance capital, the relations that result from “newer cybernetic” forms of
labor, the trappings of a “spectacle society,” and the relentless “contemplation of
a schizophrenic present,” among others, have resulted in a “convulsive shift in our
cognitive mapping of reality that tends to deprive people of their sense of making
or producing that reality” (702-703). These vectors and their consequences on
visibility, space, and subjectivity have also been described in spectral terms:

the processes associated with the present-day spread of particular economic models
(most prominently, neoliberal capitalism) and new (social) media, which reconfigure
the world as one of inescapable interconnection, have been conceived as spectral
(ungraspably complex, only partially material, accelerated to the point of disappearance,
capable of occupying multiple spaces at once) and spectralizing (producing subjects that
stand apart from the rest of society, either, at the top, as unaccountable or, at the bottom,
as expendable). (Blanco and Peeren 92)

These formulations don’t even fully take into account the frenzied, fragmented
visuality of cyberspace, the new frontiers and ruptures in finance capital in the
wake of cryptocurrency, the latest visions of the apocalypse from the unfolding
climate crisis, or fresh considerations of space and visuality from approaches like
new materialism. Our “perceptual equipment,” Jameson suggests, buckles under
the weight of this “bewildering new world space of late capitalism,” the “new, yet
unimaginable, perhaps ultimately impossible, dimensions” of postmodern reality
(Postmodernism 6, 39). The consequences on narrative and representation are
critical and profuse. This totality, he argues, can be “ultimately unrepresentable,’
or at least something that poses a serious challenge to representation, such as the
conditions that undergird realism (xviii, 411). If the representational apparatus of
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realism is “dependent on the possibility of access to the forces of change in a given
moment of history,” Jameson says, once the bourgeoisie has assumed a reactionary
role, its “capacity for access to clear pictures of social totality ceases and the reifying
rot of the sheerly ideological sets in” (Jameson, Marxism and Form 204; McNeill
17). Entwining historical agency, subjectivity, and representation, he argues that
late capitalism’s deliberate and dizzying distortions have rendered realism’s
“epistemological instrument” unreliable; as a mode it has become “the prototype of
aesthetic false consciousness, the appearance that bourgeois ideology takes on in
the realm of narrative literature” (McNeill 18).!

How does one navigate, much less escape and contest, this bleak, claustrophobic
conception of space and ideology, seeing and narration? If this foreclosure relies
on the capture of social life as forged by the “interpenetration of government and
big business” under late capitalism, we may perhaps turn to spaces marked by a
political and narrative illegibility to clarify the limits of and possibilities in Jameson’s
claims. Situated within a regime of capitalist enclosure and control, forests, writes
Robert Spencer, can be seen as “portents of liberty, the liberty of nature from
plantation monocultures and ... the liberty of human nature from conformity to
the regimenting disciplines of capital” (253). Building on Andreas Malm’s work on

“fossil fuel fiction” and “wilderness literature” in the context of what Malm has called

the Capitalocene, Spencer suggests that literary depictions of the forest in works of
“forest literature” register the contesting ideologies that represent particular views
of and attitudes toward the forest, and concludes that “what the forest means in
forest texts is . . . freedom from capitalism” (255). Analyzed against the march of
capital, the forest as a narrative space and “epistemological instrument” then has
the potential to “illuminate capitalism’s world-destroying power” as well as “foretell
the alternatives” (Jameson qtd. in McNeill 18, Spencer 255).

THE FOREST AND THE CAPITALOCENE IN “FOREST LITERATURE”

The forest has of course figured in the breadth of literary texts throughout history,
indicative of its manifold position in human civilization as “locations saturated with
histories and rival ideologies” (Spencer 253). It is a place of darkness, disorientation,
and sin in Dante’s Inferno (1472); it is “impenetrable,” manifesting “in the shape of an
unrestful and noisy dream” in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (67—68); a “world
of deceit, subterfuge, duplicity” but also the primordial site of ancient knowledge
in Alejo Carpentier’s The Lost Steps (165); the “product of the collaboration of living
things with the long, elaborate death of leaves and trees,” the world itself, in Ursula
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Le Guin’s The Word for World Is Forest (27); and, imagined as the inheritors of the
earth, “as dense, terrifying, and inescapable as childhood” in Richard Powers’ The
Overstory (463). While the forest in these works is positioned in varying discourses,
contexts, and cultural traditions, some ideas nevertheless recur: danger and trial,
history and civilization, modernity and myth, coexistence and antagonism, an
anomalous sense of time, and notions of illegibility and concealment. Inquiries
into the representations of forest in literary texts can be seen as proceeding from
philosophical and scientific considerations of and discourses around the role of
nature and ecology in human existence, as in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “Nature”
(1836) and Henry David Thoreau’s seminal Walden; or, Life in the Woods (1854).
These eventually find their theoretical footing in the environmental humanities and
ecocriticism, such as in Lawrence Buell’s definitive The Environmental Imagination
(1996).> Specific strands focus on traditions and works outside of North American
and European literatures, such as on the novelas de la selva, or jungle novels, in
Latin America (Hunt 2013; Wylie 2006, 2013; see also Carpentier 1985); and on the
“forest novels” of South African author Dalene Matthee (Rabie 2021) and the worlds
contained in the forest in Ben Okri’s The Famished Road (Guignery 2014,).

In the Philippines, a range of both oral and written literature—from epics and
metrical romances to novels and nonfiction—testifies not only to the historical
presence of the forest in Filipino lives® but also to the ways in which it can, as space
and idea alike, reveal how this history is imagined or negotiated, a loose tradition
that approximates some vectors of “forest literature” that are yet to be fully mapped.
In certain epics, for instance, the prominence of the forest, or wilderness, as an
almost default and unproblematized setting provides a glimpse into a particular
indigenous way of life and relationship with nature. The Ulahingan epic of the
Manobo people in southern Philippines devotes some 800 lines to the description
of landscape, including the “meticulous” and “enchanting” catalog of each plant,
tree, and stone in the forest of a certain kingdom, recited alongside “the sound
of an indigenous musical instrument [the forest] is said to make,” the forest like
‘a symphony orchestra with a human chorus” (Maranan et al. 341). Colonization
upended this dynamic. Reduccion, the resettlement of the indigenous population
to Spanish-style towns, inaugurated a spatial, political, and cultural cleavage
“between those Filipinos who settled where they were in easy reach of the power of
the Church and State, in pueblos (taga-bayan [of the town]), and those who kept
their distance from the colonial administrators and their native agents, staying
close to the sources of their livelihood in the mountains or in the hinterlands (taga-
bukid [of the country])” (Lumbera 31). This uneven and extractive center-periphery
dynamic would reproduce itself in increasingly bigger scale over the centuries, with
the modern towns and cities as the constant site of history and outlying spaces
like the forest as perennially ungoverned and unnarrated.* Metrical romances such
as the sixteenth-century korido Ibong Adarna, in which three princes vie for the

«
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throne via their search for a magical bird, demonstrate this divide. The forest, away
from the pueblos, came to be seen as “land of the tulisan, the world of bandits
and the remontados, or even . .. Muslims” (Benitez 15). True to Ibong Adarna’s
romantic ethos, forests became “spaces where true and proper leadership is tested
... where the foreign, the magical, and the supernatural thrived” (16). The novels of
Jose Rizal, set during the waning years of the Spanish colonial period, offered the
same characterization of the forest as a place of danger, but this time the threat it
presented to the colonial state was achieving solidity and political direction. In E/
filibusterismo (The Subversion, 1891), the forest of San Diego—itself peripheral to
the colonial capital of Manila—coddled so-called subversive elements who, over
the course of the novel, transform from a band of disillusioned indios to a nascent
political threat with clear links to the metropole and even Madrid, thus a source of
an increasingly real threat to colonial power.

From the post-independence period are works that continue the portrayal
of the forest as a contested space, ranging from a politico-historical utopia to a
site of brutal, often state-sponsored violence. William Pomeroy’s memoir The
Forest (1963), on the journey of the American GI-turned-communist guerrilla
and his Filipina wife to join the Huk rebellion, sees the forest as a site of shelter
and protection in Cold War-era Philippines. Walking along the interconnected
forest trails of the Sierra Madre and learning the movement’s inner workings while
trying to evade capture, Pomeroy notes the role of the forest as a demarcation
zone between “open” and “hidden” worlds, the latter posing a constant threat to
the former, a laboratory for the communist utopia that the movement envisions,
making it “unchanged, unconquered, waiting” (246). N.V.M. Gonzalez’s classic of
naturalistic fiction A Season of Grace (1954) follows migrant peasant couple Doro
and Sabel as they try to eke out a living through kaingin in the frontier forests of
Mindoro, their already precarious lives besieged as much by natural calamities as
human ones.® The martial law-era novel Ginto ang Kayumangging Lupa (Gold is
the Brown Earth, 1976) by Dominador Mirasol, set around a logging concession
somewhere in Luzon, portrays the forest as a site of both promise and violence, when
a peasant’s attempt to escape a life of landless destitution by cultivating a woodlot
is thwarted by vicious militarization. Finally, also set around a logging concession,
this time in Mindanao, the much more recent El Arbol de la Alegria (2022) by RM
Topacio-Aplaon places the forest squarely in the middle of local politics, at once
an extracted resource for a new capitalist class and a tool for hollow, opportunistic
environmentalism. Criticism anchored around Philippine forests includes Lily Rose
Tope’s (2020) fusing of ecocriticism with postcolonial critique and their analytic
imperative to “recenter the silenced other”—the nonhuman sphere and the world
of the colonized, respectively—to analyze the figure of the “postcolonial Filipino
forest” in texts by Nick Joaquin and Rosario Cruz Lucero (Head qtd. in Tope 379).
Elsewhere, other ecocritical interventions that engage Philippine texts, realities,
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and contexts are found in the pioneering Ldtag: Essays on Philippine Literature,
Culture, and the Environment, edited by Timothy Ong, who describes ecocritical
scholarship focused on the Philippines as still “scant” (6).

Ofparticularrelevance to myinquiry are such endeavors toreconcile ecocriticism
with Marxist analysis, namely the “open political commitment” and “ecological
reading strategies” of the ecocritical project and the Marxist critique of how
capital mediates people’s historical relationship with the natural world (Newman
3). Lance Newman points to the flattening and obfuscation at work when the
catastrophic and epochal “subordination of nature to human progress” that defines
the Anthropocene ignores critical vectors of human interaction with nature, for
instance, how this interaction has been “organized for profit, not for human needs”
and is thus contingent on a kind of rapacious, relentless exploitation that capital
and its ideology of endless growth demands (13). Connectedly, thinking of possible
alternative names to describe the current epoch of irreversible ecological doom,
Donna Haraway offers the Plantationocene, among others, in order to highlight
the role of the slave plantation system as “the model and motor for the carbon-
greedy machine-based factory system that is often cited as an inflection point for
the Anthropocene” (162). This point of no return, she says, was “more than climate
change”:

it’s also extraordinary burdens of toxic chemistry, mining, depletion of lakes and rivers
under and above ground, ecosystem simplification, vast genocides of people and other
critters, etc, etc, in systemically linked patterns that threaten major system collapse after
major system collapse after major system collapse. (159)

Forest ecosystems are among the routine casualties to the sustained, cyclical, and
enduring ruin that capitalist accumulation inflicts on the natural world. Some
accounts of forest history, such as Michael Williams in Deforesting the Earth
(2006), a common textbook on the subject, assert that the “thinning, changing,
and elimination of forests . .. is as old as the human occupation of the earth,
that people regardless of culture, civilization, or time have always participated in
some form of deforestation (xv). But these gloss over the decisive role of empire
and capitalist state-making in the scale in and logic by which forests have come
to be cleared, evident in the case of the Philippines, one of the most deforested
in the tropics. As a systemic process, deforestation “began in the Philippines in
1521"—the advent of Spanish conquest—and charted a “parallel development”
with the colonial state, resulting in a decline of 8 million hectares, or 22 percent
of the country’s forest cover, over the three centuries of Spanish rule (Maohong
118; Bankoff, “One Island” 333). This was followed by the flawed and disastrous
implementation of empire forestry by the American colonial administration and,
during the Marcos dictatorship in the 1970s, the wanton system of patronage that
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saw logging concessions handed out to friends of the regime (Luyt 2016; Vitug 1998).
As a result, from the original 27.5 million hectares, or 9o percent of the country’s
land area, forest cover has steadily declined to nearly half at 15.8 million hectares
toward the tail end of American rule and just 7 million hectares, or 23 percent,
in 2021, a process no doubt facilitated by forces of unchecked accumulation, the
conjoining of state and capitalist interests in late capitalism (Ilagan 2021).

In “Conjectures on Forest Literature,” Robert Spencer (2022) considers how
this conception of history might register in the depiction of the forest in works
of “forest literature” Examining The Woodlanders (1887) by Thomas Hardy and
Barkskins (2016) by Annie Proulx, he maps the ways in which they use “the forest
as an image and metonym for the complex lifeworlds that are enclosed and
destroyed by the advance of capitalist modernity” (254). Guided by Malm’s Fossi/
Capital: Steam Power and the Roots of Global Warming (2016), which foregrounds
the determinative role of capitalist relations of production in the unfolding climate
crisis, Spencer sees the forest in the respective narratives as a perennially contested
space, attracting, on the one hand, the rapacious profit-minded harbingers of capital
seeking to subdue its untamed nature but also incubating, on the other, “egalitarian”
and even “post-capitalist” alternatives (253, 257). By attending to key “characteristics
of forest literature,” such as tropes of wildness or liberty, a preoccupation with
time, the rich semantic world that the forest conjures, and formal and subjective
polyphony, Spencer’s analysis charts “the remorseless process of capital’s enclosure
of uncommodified spaces and modes of life” as dramatized in the representation
of the forests in the works, emblematic of the “history of the Capitalocene” (260).

I follow this line of inquiry and propose that representations of the forest in
Alvin Yapan’s Sandali ng mga Mata (2006) similarly demonstrate the capacity of
the forest to disclose a specific account of late capitalism. In particular, the forest as
a haunted narrative space and discursive apparatus in the work, I argue, brings to
the surface, or makes legible, the history that is displaced, sublimated, or repressed
by what Jameson has described as the routine and simultaneous transparencies,
opacities, and distortions of late capitalism. As in Spencer’s project, by mobilizing
the forest in the novel to see through capital’s obfuscations and concealments, the
inquiry also hopes to find “hints of alternative to the extractive logic” of capital, if
not “utopian visions of a post-capitalist future” (260, 253). In the context of the
country’s profound vulnerabilities to the climate crisis, this search is an increasingly
urgent political task.
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MODERNITY, CAPITAL, AND THE FOREST IN SANDALI NG MGA MATA

Alvin Yapan’s hypnotic and magisterial historical saga Sandali ng mga Mata
(Moment of the Eyes, Sandali from this point on) follows the Nueva family in
the fictional town of Sagrada in Bicol. Narrated by Esteban, a carpenter, former
guerrilla, and now the town’s folk healer, the novel opens with the apparent
suicide of Estela, the girlfriend of the lone third-generation Nueva, Boboy. This
sets off a chain of events that lead to revelations about the history of the family
and Esteban’s connection to them, especially Nene and Selya, Boboy’s mother
and grandmother, respectively. Meanwhile, we learn that the events in the novel
are being “written down” by Esteban well in the aftermath of things from a dingy
apartment in Manila, to where he has gone to look for Nene. The narrative is
thus nonlinear, flitting in and out of this frame story with recurring references to
another text that Esteban is “writing,” the Bicol epic Ibalong. But while the plot
may be circuitous and serpentine—the figure of the mythical half-serpent Oryol
from Ibalong is a ghostly, deadly presence throughout—the novel more or less
covers the breadth of Philippine history, from mythic time to the Spanish colonial
period and all the way to a recognizably contemporary era. There are references
to the Huk movement, Pearl Harbor, Martial Law, the Snap Elections, and the
People Power Revolution, land reform, the July 1990 earthquake, the Pinatubo
eruption, the plight of indigenous peoples, Flor Contemplacion and labor export,
and something as recent as the anti-charter change demonstrations in the 2000s
and the cheating in the 2004 elections. The internal world of the novel converses
with these known narratives of Philippine history, via connections that range
from intimate and causal—Nene’s secret relationship with an NPA cadre shaped
by Martial Law, the outbreak of World War II covering up an important lie about
Selya, the theft of Bicolandia’s venerated Virgin of the Pefiafrancia explaining
Marcos’s failing health—to compellingly associative, as in the parallel coaxing
between Selya to the baby in her womb and the sitting president to a rebel leader:

Selya’s brand of diplomacy was more effective than what was employed by Roxas who
was running for president of the Philippines and trying to convince the Huks to support
him in the upcoming elections. But neither of them succeeded. The baby didn’t come out
on their own; and Taruc, leader of the Huks, didn’t side with Roxas whom he discovered
was the candidate of the rich. (51)°°

Talo pa ni Selya ang diplomasyang ginamit ni Roxas na kandidato noon bilang presidente
ng Filipinas sa pagkumbinse sa mga Huk na siya ang panigan sa napipintong halalan.
Ngunit pareho silang hindi nagtagumpay. Hindi lumabas nang kusa ang sanggol; at si
Taruc, na pinuno ng mga Huk, ay hindi pumanig kay Roxas na napag-alaman nilang
kandidato ng mayayaman.
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Such gestures point to an allegorical, but also “realist,” operation that seems to
be at work in the novel, to the extent that the experience in Sagrada, or local
history, appears to microcosmically constitute, or at least correspond with, the
“national” narrative. Consequently, the characters, perhaps inevitably, are invested
with such history and approach a level of archetype—the Nueva ancestors as
the landed elite, an American named Mr. Smith, an Agta helper, an NPA cadre, a
Chinese businessman, among others—while still being individuated subjects that

unpredictably negotiate their place—Jameson’s “cognitive mapping”—within the
totality of this history.

The depiction of the forest—and land and the natural world, in general—is
key in how the novel discloses the place of capital within this conversation with
Philippine history. The beginning of Sagrada as a town—a palimpsest of Spanish
conquest—is narrated as a story of enclosure: “The beginning was a piece of land.
Land that the Spaniards found without a fence, without markers, but with plenty of
wood and fertile soil” (“Ang simula ay isang lupa. Lupang dinatnan ng mga Kastila
na walang bakod, walang mga mohon ngunit napakaraming kahoy at matabang
lupa”; Yapan 146). According to the tale, a native whose name and designation had
been lost to history helped out a Franciscan priest in an unspecified task and, in
return, was given the land, the boundaries determined either by how far a borrowed
horse reached before it stopped or how far the ancestor could see. Whatever the
method of demarcation, this boundary was marked by a duhat tree, the same one
that became the basis of the title when the Spanish government issued a decree for
titling of lands in 1884. When the Americans issued a similar order, complications
arose because the number of duhat trees has grown. As a result, the land “was
measured again by families with Spanish surnames and a few native ones” (147).
Here, the act of surveying—of making entities, such as space or land, legible—was
prelude to extraction under a particular system. “Much of early state-making,’
writes James Scott, “seems to have been a process of naming units that were once
fluid or unnamed: villages, districts, lineages, tribes, chiefs, families, and fields”
(229). Principles of access to land during the Spanish colonial period “were based
on private property, which allowed the alienation of land by individuals” (Newson
30). Crucially, landed estates “fundamentally altered the nature of agricultural
production and landholding,” while the new system “contributed to the growth of
a landless labor force” (31). Such colonial impositions, including taxation, forced
labor, tribute collection, and plantation-style systems like the hacienda and the
encomienda entailed the control and subjugation not just of human subjects but
the natural world. In the novel, the hacienda of the Nuevas was a direct result of
this process; the wealth comes from both the abuse of peasants who till the land,
such as Selya’s family and many nameless others, and the discipline of nature via
plantation agriculture. By contrast, left with two hectares of land following the
death of his parents after the war, Esteban initially tills one hectare and offers the

Kritika Kultura 43 (2024): 104-119 © Ateneo de Manila University
<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>



Diaz / The Forest as Sight, the Forest as Narration 105

other to a tenant. Realizing that he could live off the rent, however, he stops and,
for reasons he says are unclear, leaves the remaining parcel untouched. “I feel a
different peace when I see the land that I don’t plan on renting out. Overgrown
with weeds. All the wild plants. There is no order. Everything is healthy ... I saw in
that land the peace in chaos, the peace in the lack of order” (192—93). This order
in orderlessness would be used to describe the forest later, but for now we may
say that the transformation of land from an unfenced, unmarked, and unnamed
field to a property whose documented ownership is embedded in and vouched
by various iterations of state-making is by no means natural. It is a specific and
deliberate ethos toward people and nature that has nonetheless come to dictate, for
generations into the foreseeable future, all legal, economic, and social relations in
Sagrada, which, like everywhere in the Philippines, is deeply unequal and stratified.

Indeed, decades later, at the point when the novel opens, Sagrada’s state of
development as a town, its modernity, is signaled by a landscape of concrete and
suggestions of “modern” technology taking over nature: “the electric poles of
Casureco’ where maya birds perch” (“mga poste ng Casureco [na] siya na ngayong
dapuan ng mga Maya”) that are said to have replaced the “huge acacia trees and
towering ilang-ilang trees” (“ang naglalakihang puno ng akasya at nagtataasang
puno ngilang-ilang”) that once lined the “now-paved main road” (“sementado nang
daan”; 1—2). But, just as quickly, the first appearance of the forest in the narrative
suggests that this modernity is incomplete, recent, and contested; after all, the
town remains “[surrounded] by the forest” (“gubat na pumapaligid [sa Sagrada]”),
the same forest that it has “increasingly pushed to the margins” (“na unti-unting
isinantabi”), the “only remnant” of Sagrada being once a small town (“na siya na
lamang nananatili sa minsa’y pagiging nayon ng Sagrada”), and which pointedly
“cuts the road to Manila” (“na hinahati sa gitna ng kalsadang papuntang Maynila”;
6). The interruption by the forest allows us to trace two commodities here, if
synecdochically—the electricity transmitted via the poles and the wood from the
trees that the poles have replaced—in their journey from nature to the regime of
capital. First, electricity is a showcase and harbinger of modernity in the novel.
It enables Nene’s original business venture—selling ice—after she buys the first
refrigerator in Sagrada, a General Electric unit, using money saved from proceeds
from the Nueva family’s remaining farmlands. At a lavish dinner for American
guests and other important people, electric bulbs are put up around the yard of
the Nueva mansion “to show the visitors that the family was not ignorant to the
wonders of electricity that has just arrived in Sagrada” (70). Manila, the center of
this modernity and where Esteban is “writing” the events in the novel, is described
as “a city of lights” (“lungsod na ito ng mga ilaw”), a place that “proudly declares
that it doesn’t sleep” (“ipinagmamalaking hindi natutulog”), and where “Philips
and General Electric have rendered nonsensical the old idiom of burning one’s
brows” (“Pinawalang-saysay na ng mga Philips at General Electric ang matandang
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sawikain tungkol sa pagsusunog ng kilay”; 4). But electricity at some point comes
to be mediated by capital in the narrative. Boboy and Stela nix the idea of buying
imported appliances because electricity in the region is said to be perennially
unreliable and prone to interruptions (“patay-sinding kuryente”), which tends to
damage the appliances (86). Ironic, Esteban thinks, because “most of the electricity
that lights up the entire Luzon comes from Bicol” (“dito raw nangagaling ang
karamihan ng kuryenteng umiilaw sa buong Luzon”).®

Meanwhile, the depiction of wood in the novel recalls the early stage of
Spanish conquest—the advent of modernity—when the construction of Manila’s
“fortifications, churches, monasteries, and private houses” meant the hauling of
timber from a hundred kilometers away using substantial and grueling forced
labor (Newson 121—22). In Sandali, the unfenced land that would become Sagrada
is marked by an abundance of wood, and this seems to be reenacted when the
town’s men are ordered by the invading Japanese imperial army to cut wood for
the construction of trenches around the municipal hall. Esteban explains: “They
gave us some axes and we took turns cutting down coconut trees. That was several
kilometers away. We worked together to carry the logs back to the municipal hall
where we once again used the axes or the extremely long two-man saw to chop
them into small pieces for the trenches that we had dug up” (116). Wood appears
to be generally plentiful and accessible, perhaps thanks to the nearby forest, but
its value becomes suffused with extra-material dimensions once it “leaves” nature.
Nowhere is this more evident than in the oldest house in Sagrada, the Nueva
mansion, a Spanish-style bahay na bato whose colonial provenance and grandeur
are announced by the use of prized wood: the original door “carved out of narra,” the
molave staircase, the interiors of molave, narra, and yakal that are now neglected
and gathering dust, begging for a fresh coat of varnish (7). Despite the neglect over
the decades and the state of disrepair, the importance of the mansion is nevertheless
cued by its material constitution, which, in turn, is entwined with its important
place in the affairs of the town and how it is suffused with history. This becomes
even clearer in its frequent comparison to the house of Estela’s family next to it,
the “newest” in Sagrada, and Esteban’s makeshift hut in his farm by the forest (7).
Clearly then, modernity as glimpsed in the treatment of these commodities in the
novel is an incremental process of being brought into the fold of capital and, later,
its transnational and globalized guise.

All of this unfolds alongside the country’s transition from colony to globalized
neocolony. It is perhaps not a coincidence that a General Electric refrigerator
figures in this narrative, among the mass-produced home appliances that became
the image of industrialization in the US and whose presence in the Philippines was
no doubt facilitated by the American occupation.® Meanwhile, the “modernization”
of agriculture in Sagrada during martial law is signaled by the arrival of new
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seeds from the International Rice Research Institute, founded by the Ford and
Rockefeller foundations, known purveyors of American soft power during the Cold
War. This initially led to increased yields, but which soon enough declined, with
farmers now tied to a corporate ecosystem of fertilizers and pesticides, followed
by the introduction of imported frogs and “golden kuhol” (apple snail), all of
which eventually failed. Elsewhere, the influx of imported toy guns, pots and pans,
t-shirts, jeans, and shoes into a small, remote town thanks to Nene’s buy-and-sell
business is an early intimation of the global marketplace, the regime of free trade
into which the Philippine economy will be integrated—with dire consequences for
local industry—in a few years. The many failures of the country’s long-standing
alignment with a neoliberal paradigm are well-documented, foremost the highest
and moststubborn inequality in the world.** But also inscribed in that opening image
of electric poles standing where trees once stood, or of a town whose development
means the incremental clearing of the forest, is the violent regulation of nature
and the uneven way in which its resources are apportioned under capital. Once
nature is transformed into a commodity—once nature enters capitalism, in other
words—it becomes both lucrative and scarce, the wealth it generates apportioned
according to “profit [and] not for human needs”” The violence of this system then is
directed both at nature and the people to whom these resources are either denied or
are made glaringly inaccessible, captured in the oft-quoted “The Philippines is rich,
but the Filipino people are poor” from Philippine Society and Revolution (1971), the
little red book of the Communist Party of the Philippines in which its founder, Jose
Maria Sison, applies Marxist analysis on Philippine society. Situated within this
leviathan project of enclosure, the forest is “both ... enemy and wealth” (Proulx qtd.
in Spencer 263). But for the time being, at least, the remaining forest here eludes
“the remorseless process of capital’s enclosure of uncommodified spaces and modes
of life”; it is a place where “the dispossessed may escape, find sanctuary, or pioneer
egalitarian alternatives (Spencer 257, 260).

THE FOREST AS HAUNTING AND APPARATUS OF SIGHT

This way of showing how the forest can disclose a specific account of the country’s
experience of late capitalism has so far hewn close to a Marxist ecocritical procedure,
a more or less “scientific,” or materialist, scrutiny of the forest (and nature) as it
is represented in narrative using the protocols of realism. Turning to notions of
excess, haunting, and trauma in Sandali, I hope to show next how the forest in
the novel, this time as a site of haunting and as a narrative apparatus—Jameson’s
“epistemological instrument”—can offer access into the process by which history is

Kritika Kultura 43 (2024): 107-119 © Ateneo de Manila University
<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>



Diaz / The Forest as Sight, the Forest as Narration 108

displaced, sublimated, and repressed in and by forces of globalization, harnessing
the forest’s political and narrative illegibility as a means to see through late capital’s
“bewildering new world space”

The forest is a site of haunting in Sandali, first in the conventional sense of the
putative return of the dead” (Blanco and Peeren 2). When the novel opens, Esteban
encounters the spirit of Estela who had died by suicide the night before and is on her
way to the forest. He doesn’t find this the least bit surprising—“Where else would
Estela go if not the forest?” (6). After all, the forest is where she and her boyfriend
Boboy say goodbye before he leaves Sagrada—“in the dark, in the company of lost
spirits”—vowing to wait for each other (7). It is also where he troops to after finding
out that she has died, where he repeatedly calls out her name, the sound “[echoing]
through the darkness . . . billowing like a series of waves on the giant tree trunks,
rousing the sleeping deer, the sleeping diwata, before returning to him as his name”
(7), and where Boboy’s spirit stays when he falls into a deep days-long slumber
after her death. For the doomed lovers, the forest is thus refuge both in life and
afterwards.

“

Notions of haunting also explain why the relationship was forbidden: on the
one hand, due to the usual feudal expectations—Boboy is to be a lawyer; Estela, a
doctor—but, on the other, on account of a social and temporal fissure that separates
the lovers, signaled by the contrast between their houses: the once-opulent Spanish-
era bahay na bato of the Nuevas and the modern bungalow where Estela’s family
lives. “The memory that lives in the house is what pushed Boboy’s grandmother to
be strict with him,” while Estela’s parents don’t want their house to turn into the
now derelict mansion (“Ang alaalang namamahay sa bahay ang nagtulak sa Lola ni
Boboy upang maghigpit sa kaniyang apo”; 7—8). And “because neither of them own
a house, they decided to meet in the forest” (“Walang pagmamay-aring bahay sina
Boboy at Estela kaya napagkasunduan nilang sa gubat na lamang magtapo”), which
is thus portrayed as an abode bound by neither ownership nor time. Connectedly,
their relationship recalls the transgressions that Boboy’s mother and grandmother
have committed for love: Selya, as a maid in the Nueva mansion, getting into a
relationship with her employers’ son Bino, and Nene with Benjamin, an NPA cadre,
Boboy’s father. The vectors of these transgressions are of course class and ideology,
and this filial, historical inheritance is ultimately what dooms Boboy and Estela’s
relationship, the reason it cannot unfold anywhere except the forest, the realm of
ghosts and things unwanted.

But this stigmatization also imbues the forest with a curative, if not redemptive,
role. For instance, even if Boboy eventually dies, the forest is where Esteban takes
his sleeping body as they wait for his spirit to return. “I just want to get him far
away from the town,” Esteban explains. “He will not get better in Sagrada” (18).

Kritika Kultura 43 (2024): 108-119 © Ateneo de Manila University
<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>



Diaz / The Forest as Sight, the Forest as Narration 109

This restorative dimension becomes most striking when Agatha, the Nuevas’ Agta
helper, brings a sick Nene back to her community deep into the woods. First hired
to look after the girl, Agatha had begun to perform all manner of domestic work
in the mansion, cooking, washing their clothes, and scrubbing the molave floors
of the house with such vigor that “up to now one can still smell the banana leaves
upon entering the door” (59). After three days of dealing with a fever that seemed
impervious to conventional remedies, Agatha takes Nene to the forest without
telling Selya and Bino. The long and arduous journey, as she carried the sick girl
on her back, is for Agatha one of return to a world viscerally familiar despite the
illegible terrain. “Even after the path has disappeared, Agatha still knew where they
were going. Not once did her shoulders tire. Not once did they take a break from
walking or sit down by streams that they would pass by along the way . . . Agatha
knew where to put her feet, where to turn left or right, where to duck to avoid
low-hanging vines” (“Ngunit kahit nawala na ang daan parang alam na alam pa
rin ni Agatha ang patutunguhan. Ni minsan hindi sila nagpahinga sa paglalakad o
naupo man lamang sa tabi ng mga batisang nadaraanan nila ... Sa daan wari’y alam
na alam ni Agatha kung saan iaapak ang kaniyang mga paa, kung saan kakaliwa o
kakanan, kung kailan yuyuko nang hindi masilo ng mga naglalambiting baging”;
102). At the camp, an Agta elder diagnoses Nene’s malady and attributes it to an
angry duwende whose tree home she had stepped on. Agatha sets out and returns
with a wild boar for the appeasement ceremony, after which the fever finally breaks.

Whether as the site of a long-awaited reunion for dead lovers or a world where
science is subordinated to indigenous knowledge, the forest in the novel always
“exceeds” its scientific and ecological dimensions, professing a hidden world where
alternative possibilities and paradigms are staged. It is not just the “destination for
lost souls . . . [and] various spirits,” Esteban says, it is itself “a town for all that is
missing or lost” (“pinatutunguhan ng mga ligaw na kaluluwa ... [at] sari-sari espiritu
... bayan para sa mga nawawala”; 6, 33). It is, in other words, not just a location of
haunting; it is a space and idea that haunts the town, the open world, and its regime
of authorized realities. Haunting here goes beyond ghostly visitations and invokes
how the forest occupies “a liminal position between visibility and invisibility, life
and death, materiality and immateriality” (Blanco and Peeren 2). It is in this way,
too, that capital also haunts the forest. At the Agta camp where Agatha takes
Nene, we are told that in one of the huts is a woven bag filled with “clothes that
the Agta only wore when going to the town” (103). The clothes came “if not from
those for whom they worked as gardeners, laborers, and washers, then given by
relief centers or just picked up from the garbage” (“na kung hindi ibinigay ng mga
pinagsisilbihan nila sa paghahardin, pagkakargador, o paglalaba ay nahingi nila sa
relief centers o kaya’t napulot sa basurahan”; 103). The presence of the clothes at
the camp, their provenance in the outside world, reveal the terms of the interface
between the group and mainstream Philippine society, in particular the former’s
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occasional assimilation into wage labor and as recipient of humanitarian aid. This
of course emerges from a broader history of colonization and capitalist state-
making, which has, over the centuries, pushed indigenous peoples to the remotest
spaces, often forests. In the case of Negritos, of which the Agta of Bicol are part,
while they “have enjoyed some economic and social relations with outside social
systems for centuries,” more recent phenomena such as deforestation, wage labor,
the incursion of land-seeking lowlanders, and threats to their ancestral land have
had “more profound ... consequences for Negrito economy and society” (Eder
254)." Throughout Southeast Asian history, writes James Scott, the “hill and valley’
are “antagonistic but deeply connected spaces” (17-8). The forest is among the
“geographically difficult terrain” that state-making projects, often concentrated
in arable plains, plateaus, and valleys, have historically struggled to co-opt and
appropriate (6). For the Agta in Sandali, they encounter capital as, first, a relentless
spatial push as it continues to expand its frontiers and, secondly, as the surplus of
its maniacal production machinery, masquerading as altruism. Thus, it is the idea
of the forest as a form of haunting in Sandali that allows it to exist on many planes
and engage various interconnected realities. It is simultaneously an otherworldly
realm where ghosts lurk burdened with historical inheritance and a location where
one finds the literal dregs and debris of capitalist modernity.

4

The process by which history is suppressed in late capitalism is, I argue, analogous
to the way historical reality is absorbed and metabolized in the forest in Sandali.
This can be glimpsed very early in the novel, when Esteban’s encounter with Selya’s
ghost on its way to the forest sets off a hypnotic catalog of its manifold positions
and significations through which the novel is set to trek:

The forest that surrounds Sagrada. The forest that the town has increasingly pushed to
the margins. The forest that is the only remnant of Sagrada being once a small town. The
forest that looks after the community of Agta. The forest that protects the farm where
I built a hut when the Japanese came. The forest that cuts in half the road to Manila.
The forest that is believed to be the destination of lost souls; believed to be the home of
various spirits. The forest that once became the meeting place of Boboy and Estela when
they said goodbye to each other before Boboy left for Manila to study. (6)

Sa gubat na pumapaligid sa bayan ng Sagrada. Sa gubat na unti-unting isinantabi ng
bayan. Ang gubat na siya na lamang nananatili sa minsa’y pagiging nayon ng Sagrada.
Ang gubat na kumakalinga sa pamayanan ng mga Agta. Ang gubat na kumukupkop sa
bukid na pinagtayuan ko ng kubo nang panahon ng Hapon. Ang gubat na hinahati sa
gitna ng kalsadang papuntang Maynila. Ang gubat na pinaniniwalaang pinatutunguhan
ng mga ligaw na kaluluwa; pinaniniwalaang pinamumugaran ng sari-saring espiritu. Ang
gubat na minsang ginawang tagpuan nina Boboy at Estela nang magpaalam sila sa isa’t

isa bago siya umalis papuntang Maynila upang mag-aral.
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Here, the subjects to whom the forest means protection and safety—an indigenous
group, a civilian during a brutal occupation, a young couple in a forbidden
relationship, ghosts and specters—seem to be united by phenomena that Sagrada,
the site of modernity in the novel, wittingly or unwittingly repels. The act of
absorbing these realities paradoxically allows the forest to foreground specific
aspects of the town: respectively, as a lowland Christianized town fully assimilated
into the Philippine nation-state, the site of control for an invading imperialist army,
the domain of values perpetuated by institutions like the family, and a secular
space with no room for the supernatural. Thus, the forest, as a shadow Sagrada,
illuminates what the town, suffused with the regimenting mechanisms of capital,
specifically seeks to regulate, discipline, and eventually dispose. By the same
token, however, by letting an alternative paradigm unfold, the forest also comes
to represent a “constant temptation, a constant alternative to life within the state;’
welcoming all that is unwelcome, indeed inconceivable, in the “open” world (Scott
6).

This also manifests in the figure of the forest as a narrative apparatus. Its
invocation complicates and breaks open the novel’s broad engagement with
conventional historiography, creating gaps and fissures through which an alternative
storytelling tradition, as in its intertext Ibalong, can interrupt. By self-reflexively
positioning the novel as a text that is in conversation with oral forms born of a
mythic imagination, Sandali also makes a case for the possibility of seeing overlaps
and unities but also contradictions in marrying the two paradigms, such as the
recurring figure of Oryol who coils around the bodies of her victims, killing them,
and which the novel likens to stories. Finally, the forest assumes narrative form
almost late in the novel when it is revealed that Esteban doesn’t just communicate
with spirits but has access to “everything, every past, every present, every future”
due a traumatic incident during the war (“ang lahat: lahat ng nakaraan, lahat ng
kasalukuyan, lahat ng darating”; 224). The revelation, crucial in the novel’s central
conceit about seeing and found in a chapter that gives the novel its title, unleashes
a four-page-long sentence that frequently feels like a trek through the forest of
history itself, ceaselessly labyrinthine, by turns associative and random, systematic
and chaotic, a condensed and frenzied version of the very book from which it
springs, an eternity of history glimpsed in a moment. From its predominant role
as represented space and discourse in texts, the forest in Sandali may be said to
gesture toward some notion of formal and narrative design, potentially opening
inquiries into representation, genre, poetics, and the forest and its various logics.

Even so, it’s important to note that this capacity of the forest to absorb and
narratively illuminate the forces of its own stigmatization is a consequence—
reward?—of its illegibility as a political and narrative subject, which began during
colonization. While state policies have routinely proclaimed dominion over the
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entirety of the country’s forest cover, its sheer scale and incomprehensibility have
allowed it to resist projects of enclosure—from the “anarchy and arbitrariness
that reigned in the forest” during Spanish colonial rule to the ultimate “failure” of
American-era “empire forestry” to adapt to local social and political conditions
(Bankoff, “The Tree” 328; Luyt 66). In Sandali, writes Paz Verdades Santos, traces
of Lumbera’s taga-bayan/taga-bukid divide reverberate in Manila and Bicol and
the Philippines and America (78). To this we must add the Sagrada forest and the
Sagrada town. And it is thus by virtue of its being an unstable political and narrative
subject that the forest in the novel sees through the obfuscations and concealments
through which late capitalism schematizes its existence, the “reifying rot of the
sheerly ideological” that prevents access to a reliable picture of its operation.

CONCLUSION

Seen this way, the forest as a form of haunting “ceases to be seen as obscurantist and
becomes, instead, a figure of clarification with a specifically ethical and political
potential” (Blanco and Peeren 1). Precisely because this idea necessarily contends
with its adamant “unruliness” and instability as a discourse or epistemology
that it may be suited to the investigation of the “bewildering new world space of
late capitalism” and the “new, yet unimaginable, perhaps ultimately impossible,
dimensions” of postmodern reality. After all, the figure of the ghost signals “the
ultimate disjointedness of ontology, history, inheritance, materiality, and ideology”

(7).

The story of how this world, the world of capital, has come to assume a
violent, durable presence in Filipino social life can be traced in the Philippines’
transition from being a colony, first of the Spanish then the American empire, to its
neocolonial status and subsequent integration into the capitalist global economy;
inscribed in it then is the transformation of imperialism to globalization or late
capitalism.” As this trek through the forest in Sandali has hopefully shown, it is
a story of foreclosure: both of space and alternative possibilities of narrating and
imagining society, the violent, repeated elimination of programs to chart a different
path, including the “egalitarian” and even “post-capitalist” alternatives that Spencer
says “forest literature” can help conjure. It is a heinous, violent process—marked
by colonial subjugation, war, authoritarianism, and the daily struggle of living in
conditions of normalized precarity under capital. This trauma haunts Filipino
lives, inside and outside the forest and this novel, a violence that Sandali brings
to the surface. Toward the end of the novel, Esteban describes the Philippines as
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“a nation of forests,” where “no one is permitted to be certain and understand the
story in the history that they’re enacting” (237). Refracted through the forest, this
incomprehensibility can transform into a way of seeing.
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Notes

1. Jameson says “the representational apparatus of Science Fiction ... sends back
more reliable information about the contemporary world than an exhausted
realism (or an exhausted modernism either)” (Archaelogies of the Future 384).

2. See also: Rueckert 1978, Oelschlaeger 1991, and Phillips 1999.

3. The tropical forest, of which Philippine forests are an example, is distinguished
from their temperate counterparts by both its physical constitution as a result
of certain climatic conditions and the historical and cultural discourse it has
engendered. For instance, Eurocentric paradigms have historically framed the
tropics as at once perilous and exotic but also abundant and paradisial (Arnold
2000). Kummer (1992) notes that Philippine forests are usually divided into
six types: molave, beach, pine, mangrove, mossy, and dipterocarp (186). If, as
Kummer points out, “the history of deforestation in the Philippines is in large
part the deforestation of the dipterocarp forest,” many of the forests depicted in
Philippine literature from the American colonial period and beyond presumably
belong to this type. See also Goode 1912.

4. Stephanie Mawson’s (2023) recent work has sought to complicate, if not
dispute, the “neat divide between the subjugated lowlands and the independent
mountains” that has “defined Philippine history,” citing a range of “histories
of resistance, flight, evasion, conflict, and warfare” during the seventeenth
century (4).

5. Gonzalez has offered the image of the kaingin—“the levelling of trees, the
burning, and the use of the area for planting”—to describe the “burning
down of the old institutions ... and the planting of new things” during the
Commonwealth period (A Necessary Beginning” 23).

6. All translations to English mine.

7. Camarines Sur Electric Cooperative.

8. Despite wide-ranging reforms over the decades, electricity rates in the
Philippines are still among the highest in the world. See Cham 2007 and Ravajo
2022.

9. General Electric Philippines, Inc. was incorporated in 1935, the first year of
the Philippine Commonwealth (“GE celebrates 74 years in the Philippines”
2009). On how corporations, including G.E’s precursor Edison Manufacturing,
prefigured the globalized value chain in the early twentieth century while

“culture industries ... sold unstable interpretations of this very process of
globalization to consumers,” see Enstad 2022.

10. The pressure to adopt free market policies, foreign capital dependency, a failed
land reform program, and stubborn “oligarchic control” of the economy and
state institutions as well as “crony capitalism” have been cited for the chronic
underdevelopment of the economy (see Bello, Docena, de Guzman, and Malig
2006; Williamson and de Dios 2014; McCoy 2015; and Clarete, Esguerra, and
Hill 2018). Overall, neoliberal policies in the Philippines “have exacerbated
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poverty especially within already marginalized communities ... while benefiting
transnational capital and wealthier nations” (Lindio-McGovern 2007).

11. See also Headland 1987.

12. “Considered from a historical perspective, globalization is the present stage
of economic imperialism,” but while the ethos is still tied to profitability
and accumulation, new “methods, means, and instruments”—in particular
multilateral financial organizations that influence economic and social policy
in so-called peripheral states like the Philippines—have “[transformed] the
marketplace into the universal mechanism for economic regulation” (Vilas
70-3).
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