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so that the sharp aroma of the stomach contents is reduced and can be enjoyed as delicious food. This 
dish is a favorite food that is first served to the respected. 

 
According to Singarimbun (1991), the Karo people know the kinship system called Rakut 

Sitelu. The Karo community adheres to a patrilineal kinship system with the father's lineage. 
Automatically the Karo clan is inherited from the father (Singarimbun, 1991). The Karo tribe has a 
social or customary system known as merga silima, tutur siwaluh, and rakut sitelu. The Karo people 
have a clan system. Marga or in Karo language is called merga for men, while for women it is called 
beru. Merga or beru is carried behind a person's name. Merga in the Karo community consists of five 
groups called merga silima, which means the five clans. The five clans are Karo-karo, Tarigan, Ginting, 
Sembiring, and Perangin-angin. These five clans still have their own sub-groups. Each Karo has one 
of these clans. Merga is automatically obtained from the father. The father's clan is also the son's clan. 
People who have the same merga or beru are considered brothers in the sense of having the same 
ancestor. If the men are from the same clan, then they are called (b)ersenina, as well as women with 
the same beru, they are also called (b)ersenina. However, a man and a woman from the same clan 
and beru, they are called erturang, so marriage between them is prohibited, except Sembiring and 
Perangin-angin clans. 

 
Apart from clans, within the Karo community, there are also rakut sitelu or daliken sitelu 

(metaphorically means three furnaces), which means three bonds. The meaning of rakut sitelu is 
sangkep nggeluh (completeness of life) for the Karo people. What is meant by completeness is the 
social institution found in the Karo community which consists of three groups, namely: kalimbubu, 
anak beru, and senina. Kalimbubu can be defined as a family that gives a wife, anak beru is a family 
that takes or accepts a wife, and senina is a family of one descendant of the merga or nuclear family. 

 
Tutur siwaluh is the concept of kinship of the Karo people related to how to address, which 

consists of eight groups: puang kalimbubu, kalimbubu. senina, sembuyak, senina sipeperen, senina 
sepengalon/sedalanen, anak beru, and anak beru menteri. In the implementation of traditional 
ceremonies, tutur siwaluh can still be further divided into more specific groups according to the 
needs in the implementation of the ceremony being carried out, namely as follows: Puang kalimbubu 
is kalimbubu from someone's kalimbubu and Kalimbubu is a group of giving wives to certain families. 

 
Bhasin via Darma (2014) reveals that familialism is an ideology that constructs women's roles 

in the household, as housewives, good wives, and good mothers. Familialism ideology places women 
only as good wives and mothers. Women must be able to make up for themselves to be able to provide 
the best service for their husbands. The ideology of familialism is highly respected by the patriarchal 
Karo society. In their view, women are hardworking women, whatever she does for their family and 
children. Karo women have great responsibilities in the family, both in their in-laws and in their 
parents' families. Women play a very important role in supporting economic life in the family. During 
working hours, they carry out their duties in the fields while the men spend their time sitting and 
relaxing in the coffee shop playing chess, without any concern for their wives toiling in the hot sun 
working on their farms. Men participate in the fields when it is time for harvesting (Ginting, 2019). 

 
In cultural research, especially local wisdom, the focus of the research is to reveal the cultural 

shifts that occur in the culture and customs of the Karo people, especially the position of Karo women 
who always experience gender discrimination. Women do not get the same rights as men. The 
cultural shift in this study highlights the changing position of women in the fields of law, education, 
and the economy. This cultural shift in Karo society occurs because of the times that demand cultural 



 
 

 

 

change. With the cultural shift in Karo society, the position of women has become equal to that of 
men. They can get the same rights, especially in the fields of law, education, and economics. 

 

Literature Review 
 

In research, a literature review has a very important position from the overall steps of the 
research method. Cooper in Creswell (2010) suggests that literature review has several objectives, 
namely; informing readers of the results of other studies that are closely related to the research 
conducted, linking the research with the existing literature, and filling in the gaps in previous studies. 

 
A literature review was conducted to find the originality of this research among the studies 

that have been carried out. The studies that have been carried out in relation to local culture, 
especially culture in the Karo community include: 

 
1. Neila Susanti in her writing entitled "The Economic Role of Women and Gender Equality in Karo 

Culture" revealed that the Karo Batak, which is one of the Batak ethnic groups in North Sumatra, 
greatly distinguishes the position of men and women in their social structure. The difference in 
treatment of men and women covers various aspects of the life of the Karo ethnicity, namely only 
boys can continue their father's clan, only boys become heirs and get the same share. Karo 
women occupy a strategic role in meeting the economic needs of their families. A wife does all 
the economic activities with her husband. Starting from shoveling, planting, harvesting, lifting 
the harvest, to bringing the harvest to be sold to the market. All of these activities are carried out 
by Karo women as a manifestation of "obedience" to their husbands and a sense of responsibility 
to their children. Working for Karo women is part of their role. A Karo woman is required to 
work and carry out economic responsibilities on the basis of obedience to her husband, because 
"she has been bought". However, the economic role and the public role given to them do not free 
them from pressure, but instead manifest gender and economic injustice and violence (Susanti, 
2020). 

2. In the writing entitled "The Local Wisdom of Mbaba Belo Selambar Tradition of the Karo 
Community in the Village of Tanjung Langkat, Sub-District of Salapian Langkat Regency North 
Sumatra: Anthropolinguistic Studies". Nova Indah Permatasari, Robert Sibarani, and Pujiati 
revealed that the purpose of the study was to describe local wisdom Mbaba Belo Selambar 
tradition in the karo community in Tanjung Langkat village, Sal Api sub-district, Langkat district, 
North Sumatra province. Local wisdom in Mbaba Belo Selambar tradition can be seen in every 
stage of the ceremony. Local wisdom is a cultural heritage that always exists in a ceremony and 
can be preserved for future generations. The method used is a qualitative method. The data used 
in this study is local wisdom in the Karo tradition. The results of this study reveal that this 
tradition reflects five local pearls of wisdom, namely hard work, kinship, politeness, harmony, 
responsibility, and commitment (Permatasari et al., 2021). 

3. The research entitled "Kuning in Karo Community: Medical Anthropology Study in Bunuraya 
Village, Tiga Panah District, Karo Regency". discusses the cultural heritage of the Karo people in 
the form of traditional medicine, namely Kuning. The purpose of this study is to describe the 
presence of Kuning in the Karo community and its benefits for the community so that it is 
maintained as one of the traditional Karo medicines. This research is a type of descriptive 
research with a qualitative approach. The method used in data collection is occasional 
participatory observation and interviews. Basic information is from the village head, key 
information is from traditional leaders and community members who have lived in Bunung Raya 
for a long time, while the common information is from the Kuning makers and users. The results 



 
 

 
  

 

showed that Kuning is a traditional Karo medicine made from a mixture of various herbs. As a 
traditional medicine, yellow has fewer negative side effects when compared to modern 
medicine. This traditional medicine is also more economical in its manufacture (Bangun & 
Bangun, 2021). 

4. The research entitled "The Role of Literary Work in Karo Community, Indonesia" focuses on the 
role of literary works, namely 'Ndungndungen' in the Karo community, Sumatra. Ndungndungen 
Karo is a poem regenerated orally (oral tradition). Generally, Ndungndungen Karo consists of 
four lines in one verse; the first two lines are a preface and the last two lines are the contents. 
The essence of Ndungndungen Karo mostly reflects social, cultural as well as educational values. 
This study applied qualitative research and sociological analysis, namely data collection, data 
reduction, data display, drawing, and verification of conclusions. Based on the research, it can be 
concluded that the main purpose of Ndungdungen is giving advice, knowing how to conduct a 
proper manner in society, and maintaining kinship (Meiliana, 2019). 
 
Based on previous studies, this research will be carried out using a cultural research model in 

revealing cultural shifts in Karo society, especially the position of Karo women in the fields of law, 
education, and economics. 

 
From the literature review above, a cultural research model with a focus on cultural shifts in 

Karo society, especially the position of Karo women in the fields of law, education, and economics 
has never been done in previous research. Thus, the originality of this research can be seen among 
the studies that have been carried out. 

 

Methodology  
 
The research method of this paper is descriptive and qualitative. Data collection includes (1) 

Observation (2) interviews (3) literature study. This research was conducted in Pancur Batu, 
Simpang Tuntungan, North Sumatra. As respondents in collecting data, traditional leaders are 
information providers about the customs of the Karo people and Karo women who live in Pancur 
Batu, Simpang Tuntungan, North Sumatra.  

 
The descriptive method is a problem-solving procedure that is investigated by describing the 

current state of the object of research based on the facts that appear or as they are (Moleong, 2010). 
This method aims to systematically describe the facts or characteristics of the object of research in a 
factual and accurate manner. In this study, this method is used to describe, understand, and explain 
the phenomenon of cultural shifts in the life of the Karo people, especially the position of Karo women 
in the fields of law, education, and economics. 

 
 

Results and Discussion  
 
Cultural shifts in Karo society occur after the development of the times. A cultural shift occurs 

with a change from a patriarchal culture to a gender bias. Karo culture which initially only positioned 
men as superior and women as inferior experienced a shift. With the changing times, now the position 
of Karo women has changed. In the field of law, women have the same inheritance rights as men. In 
the field of education, women have received the same rights, they have even been able to enjoy 
education up to college. In the economic field, many Karo women have achieved success in their 
careers and business as entrepreneurs. 



 
 

 

 

 
Table 1. The Position of Women in Karo Society 

 

Aspects Traditional Culture Current Condition 
Law Women don’t have the same inheritance rights as 

men. 
Women have the same inheritance 

rights as men. 
Education Women do not get the same rights as men in having 

an education. 
Women have received the same rights, 

they have even been able to enjoy 
education up to college. 

Economy Women have to work hard to meet the family's 
needs because they have been bought 

Women have achieved success in their 
careers and business as entrepreneurs. 

 
The Position of Women in Karo Society 
 

In the Karo Patrilineal society, there is a form of marriage called JUJUR. Such marriage begins 
with the payment of money and goods from the man to the woman with the aim of including the 
woman in her husband's clan. Thus, the children who will be born will be the continuation of their 
father's lineage. This form of JUJUR marriage also means the loss of a woman's individual status and 
her release from her family's authority to merge into and enter into the rights and authority of the 
family of the man who gives JUJUR. Thus, in the life of the Karo community, a husband often 
introduces his wife with the words “enda si kutukur”, which means "this is that I bought". On the other 
hand, a wife also introduces her husband with the words “enda sinukur aku”, which means "this is 
who bought me". The word tukur emas, it clearly places women in a lower position than men, because 
of the words "this is that I bought", and "this is who bought me". 

 
The patrilineal system with an exogamous marriage system by paying JUJUR from the male 

family to the female family brings the consequences, i.e., after marriage and JUJUR is being paid, the 
bride must follow her husband. The children who were later born of marriage would follow the clan 
of the father, and only the son could continue the lineage and receive the inheritance. The property 
acquired during the marriage belongs to the husband (Susanti, 2020). 

 
With the patrilineal family system adopted by the Karo people, only sons are the successors of 

the lineage of their parents, so only sons are entitled to inherit the assets of their parents. For this 
reason, women in the Karo people's customs have not always been heirs. In accordance with the 
principle of tukur emas, a woman in Karo culture seems to have been bought by the groom. Clans are 
very important in Karo culture, and only men have the right to carry them on. If a wife cannot give 
birth to a son, a husband can divorce his wife and remarry another woman until a son is obtained. In 
Karo culture this is called ndehara pejabu dilakina (Susanti, 2020). 

 
Traditionally the position of women is as a complement which in Karo terms is called 

Sirukatnakan (rice spoon). This means that women have to help their husbands, in earning a living 
and take care of the household, but women do not have inheritance rights and the right to speak in a 
traditional ceremony, women have not been included in decision-making in traditional meetings. 
Household matters such as cooking, weaving mats, finding firewood, and helping husbands earn a 
living are part of the responsibility of Karo women. In the life of the Karo people, the dual role of 
women is clearly visible in various aspects of life. Women are expected to play a role in helping their 
own families and also husbands' families in earning a living, while household matters, including the 
kitchen, are areas that are considered taboo for men (Brahmana, 2015). 

 



 
 

 
  

 

With the tasks that women have, they do not have the opportunity to organize and take care of 
themselves, so the possibility of competing with men will be very difficult. This also affects the 
behavior of women themselves, which makes it difficult for them to find their identity in society. The 
difficulty in finding their identity is because they are not given the freedom and flexibility to 
determine what they want while fear and uncertainty often surround them. 

 
Wallia Keliat via Khairunnisa (2015) revealed that in the Karo rural area, besides serving as 

wives and mothers, women are also the backbone of the production of agricultural products. A 
tradition that is from generation to generation in Karo customs and culture has a great influence on 
women who tend to accept their lower position, lack self-confidence, depend on men in making 
decisions, and do not dare to express their own opinions. This is accepted by women very casually, 
not as something very detrimental or something that needs to be changed. 

 
According to Reh Malem Sitepu via Khairunnisa (2015), Karo women traditionally have a very 

important role. In many ways, women are the policymakers, in terms of household hygiene, 
education, socialization of children, determinants in agricultural businesses, and others. However, 
the role of women in the custom is only as complementary, and cannot be separated or stand-alone, 
because women must obey the custom of rakut sitelu. From this explanation, it is understood that 
there is a paradoxical condition of the role of Karo women in the custom with the role of the family 
economy. In the custom, the role is only as a complement. In Karo tradition, women cannot act as 
decision makers or as spokespersons. 

 

Cultural Shifts in Karo Society 
 

Along with the times, the inferior position of women began to change. This is marked by a 
cultural shift. There are several forms of the cultural shift that encourage changes in the position of 
women, namely: social status, livelihood system, religious system, and education (Siregar, 2021). 

 
The development of the times has pushed the Karo people to slowly begin to abandon some of 

the customs that have been firmly held so far. Progress in the economic field and the influence of the 
development of information also reduce the influence of the existing culture. In terms of education, 
the Karo people are people who care about education. A well-known expression from the Karo people 
is, “Sada gia manukta, gelah terkuak”, which is the local wisdom inherited from the Karo people as a 
collective idea in educating their children and grandchildren to have noble character (Susanti, 2020). 

Susanti (2020) further revealed that social relations between men and women can be seen in 
various fields of life, including in the political, social, economic, cultural, and legal fields, both written 
and unwritten laws such as customary law. This relationship in various fields of life – including in 
economic life and the world of work, generally shows a sub-ordinated relationship, namely that the 
position of women is lower than that of men. According to the Karo people, men and women have 
different positions in customary law. Men have priority over women. The motto of the Karo people 
Sada gia manukta gelah is revealed (even though we only have one rooster, the important thing is 
that it crows) has a deep meaning that the Karo people think that even though there is only one child, 
the important thing is that he can make his parents proud. Interestingly, the word 'Kid' mainly refers 
to boys. Accordingly, if you have a boy and a girl while the cost is only enough for one person, the 
education of boys will be prioritized (Susanti, 2020). According to Sembiring (2018), cultural shifts 
related to the position of women are influenced by several factors such as education, overseas, 
religion, and social. 

 



 
 

 

 

The Cultural shifts in the field of law, especially inheritance law 
 

With the patrilineal kinship system adopted by the Karo community, according to the prevailing 
custom, only boys are the successors to the lineage of their parents, so only boys are entitled to inherit 
the assets of their parents. For this reason, women in the Karo community are not the heirs of the 
inheritance of their parents (Perangin-Angin, 2009). 

 
Sembiring & Triyono (2016) reveals that the inheritance system in the Karo Batak custom is 

entitled to only sons, while daughters and widows of the heirs are not entitled to inherit, only have 
the right to use them. If the heir does not have a son, then his inheritance goes to his brother even 
though he has a wife and daughter. This is based on the assumption that a daughter is considered to 
be out of her father's relatives if she is married because the patrilineal system recognizes JUJUR 
marriage, which is a form of marriage in which money is paid from male relatives to the woman, 
which in the Karo tribe is usually called "tukur". This creates an unequal power relationship between 
men and women where it is clear that customary law does not provide equal rights and degrees 
between men and women. 

 
Initially, the customary law rules were able to run and be obeyed by indigenous peoples, but 

over time it became a problem in a family in the Karo Batak community. This begins with girls 
demanding the same inheritance rights as boys, because when viewed from various legal aspects, 
such provisions are very discriminatory against women's rights, especially in the inheritance system. 
Such a situation creates problems in the lives of the heirs, where boys object and disagree with girls 
and widows demanding their right to inherit property, which in turn causes inheritance disputes. 
Over time and influenced by other supporting factors, when there is an inheritance dispute in Karo 
Regency, the custom can no longer resolve it. This is because the demands of the female heirs cannot 
be realized as long as the Karo custom still maintains a patriarchal system, i.e., male descendants who 
control the inheritance (Sembiring & Triyono, 2016). 

 
In this regard, in 1960, the Supreme Court issued Supreme Court Decision No. 302/Sip/1960 

dated November 2, 1960, which stated that “customary law throughout Indonesia gives rights and 
positions to widows inheriting the property of their husbands (Harahap, 1975). Then in 1961, the 
Supreme Court issued a Supreme Court decision No.179/K/Sip/1961 concerning the equal rights of 
men and women in the Karo Batak customary inheritance law. The notion and view that places girls 
as full heirs of their parents' assets are affirmed in Supreme Court Decision No. 179/K/Sip/1961, 
which states: "On the basis of a sense of humanity and general justice and also on the essence of equal 
rights, men and women have the same rights to the inheritance of their parents. The decision of the 
Supreme Court No. 179/K/Sip/1961 tore up the establishment of the patrilineal system towards the 
parental system with the perspective of horizontal harmonization (Perangin-Angin, 2009). 

 
Thus, the new customary inheritance law has obscured the forms of patrilineal and matrilineal 

family systems. The most strongly affected by shocks and displacements is the patrilineal system. So 
far, the patrilineal system only recognizes boys as heirs. This was later reversed by the new 
customary inheritance law which gave equal shares of rights and positions to daughters and widows 
as heirs with the same amount. 

 
The concept of patriarchy that has been embraced by the Karo people has actually experienced 

a shift. It can be seen from the shift that girls who should not have the right to share the inheritance 
have the same rights as boys, even though the amount they receive is the same. In addition, there is 



 
 

 
  

 

an agreement made by the Karo people, namely that the share received by the youngest child is 
greater than the amount received by the older sibling. This is clearly contrary to the traditional 
concept of inheritance of the Karo people and also not in line with MA Decree No. 179/K/Sip 1961 
which states that boys and girls have the same rights. 
 
The Cultural Shift in Education 
 

In line with the patriarchal culture of the Karo community, of course, men occupy a superior 
position while women become inferior. This also applies to the education of boys and girls. In certain 
circumstances, such as limited costs, families prefer to prioritize education for boys. However, with 
the development of the times, the patriarchal Karo culture has experienced a shift. This can be seen 
with the equal opportunity given to girls, even they can achieve higher education. 

 
With regard to formal education, currently, women of the Karo Batak ethnicity have had the 

same opportunities as men in terms of higher education. Now, many Karo women have achievements, 
as revealed by the Central Statistics Agency of North Sumatra Province. In 2017 there were already 
7 female members of the Regional House of Representatives in Karo Regency. In 2018, the Karo 
woman has become the chairman of the Regional House of Representatives for the 2009-2011 term 
on behalf of Siti Aminah Br. Perangin-angin and AKBP Rina Sari Br. Ginting as Binjai Police Chief 
(Sembiring, 2018). 

 
Based on the Karo Regency report in 2019, it was revealed that the level of education of Karo 

women has increased significantly as shown in the following table. 
 

Table 2. Education Level of Karo People in 2019 
 

Level of Education Man Women 
Primary School 37 1 

Junior High School 46 8 
Senior High School 499 657 

Diploma 331 1.280 
S1 (Undergraduate) 914 1.995 
S2 (Master Degree) 120 96 

S3 (Doctorate Degree) 1 1 
Total 1.948 4.038 

 
The table above shows that cultural shifts in the Karo community have changed the position of 

women as we saw that women dominate education at the high school, diploma, and undergraduate 
levels. Table 3 shows that increasing education has changed the position of women in achievement. 
The number of female employees has been able to compete with male employees. 
 

Table 3. Karo People as Civil Servants by Position in 2019 
 

Position Man Women 
Certain Functional 919 3.182 

Staff 597 507 
Structural 367 323 
Echelon 4 221 261 
Echelon 3 120 58 



 
 

 

 

Echelon 2 26 4 
Total 2.250 4.335 

 
Table 4 shows women's achievements by work unit. They are dominant achievers in the fields 

of Education and Health as shown in the following table. 
 

Table 4. Karo People Achievements by Work Unit in 2019 
 

Field Man Women 
Education 901 2.248 

Health 120 918 
Total 1.021 3.166 

 
The data above proves that a cultural shift has happened in Karo culture, especially in the field 

of Education. The position of Karo women has occupied the same position as men so that they can 
compete in achieving achievements and careers. The following are the female characters of Karo who 
have succeeded in occupying equal positions with men. (1) Cory Sriwaty Sebayang is the Regent of 
Karo. Cory Sriwaty Sebayang (born March 21, 1952) is a politician who is as Regent of Karo for the 
period 2021-2026. Together with her deputy, Theopilus Ginting, they won the 2020 Karo Regent 
general election. Previously, she was Karo Deputy Regent for the 2016-2021 period. She was the 
representative of the Karo Regent, Terkelin Brahmin. 

 
In addition to serving as the Regent of Karo Regency for the period 2021-2024, Cory Sebayang 

was also elected as Chairman of the Branch Management Board (DPC) of the Gerindra Party, Karo 
Regency for the period 2018-2023. (2) Budiarti Soerbakti is a Karo woman who served as the former 
Head of Central BPS. (3) AKBP Rina Sari Ginting, Binjai Police Chief. (4) Siti Aminah Warinangin, 
Former Chair of the Karo DPRD 2009-2011. (5) Riemenda J. Gintings, Chairman of the Indonesian 
Karo Community Association. (6) Nurlisa br Ginting, Head of Culture and Tourism of North Sumatra. 
(7) Rev. Mindawati Warinangin, PhD, pastor and pluralist figure. (8) Rev. Prof. DR Risnawaty 
Sinulingga, MTh lecturer at USU's Fisip. (9) DR Budi Anna Keliat, S. Kp, M. App Sc., Lecturer of UI. (10) 
Prof. DR Masliana Br Sitepu, UI Lecturer. (11) Prof. Rehngena Br Purba, MH, former Dean of USU's 
Faculty of Law, Supreme Court Justice. (www.tokohkaro.com, 27 Maret 2012) 
 
Cultural Shift in Economic Field 
 

In the economic field, the cultural shift in the Karo community shows the position of women who 
are already equal to men in terms of achievement in the economic field. This can be seen by the 
increasing number of Karo women who are successful in business such as the Karo women figures 
who are successful in their businesses, as follows: 

 
1. Eka Sari Lorena Surbakti, CEO of Lorena Group; 
2. Terang Singarimbun, the initiator of the Karo Women's Building; 
3. Likas br Tarigan, the initiator of the Karo Women's Building, wife of the fighter Jamin Ginting; 
4. Dra. Salbia Br. Ginting, Head of the Agency for Community Empowerment and Village 

Administration, the first female sub-district head in Karo; 
5. Corry Sebayang, Director of the Medan Aesthetics Hospital; 
6. Dr. Eminiate Singarimbun, M.Kes, Director of Kabanjahe Midwifery Academy; 
7. Farida Warinangin, PhD, Officer at Bank Indonesia as well as MSMEs actors, such as: 



 
 

 
  

 

1. Fitriani: Stick Business Type; 
2. Marjiati: Sinabung Stick Business Type; 
3. Asni Novita: Coffee Powder Business; 
4. Rosena Br Tarigan: Karo Cap Rajawali Massage Oil Business 
5. Friska Barus: Tualah Sugar Business;  
6. Melati Simorangkir: Handy Crap Business, and  
7. R.E Ginting: Handy Crap Business. 

 
Increasing MSMEs by utilizing local wisdom in Karo Regency was carried out at the Karo Regency 

Manpower and Small and Medium Business Cooperatives Office on October 12, 2018, chaired by Mrs. 
Eucharist, SE. (https://uqb.ac.id/peningkatan-umkm-di-tanah-karo/). The description above proves 
the position of women in the economic field and positions women on an equal footing with men in 
obtaining the right to achieve and work in the economic field. 

 

Conclusion  
 

This study aims to reveal the cultural shift of the Karo community with a focus on the position 
of women. Karo culture adheres to the patriarchal system so that according to prevailing customs, 
men as the successors of the clan are in a superior position while women, especially with the 
existence of a marriage system with JUJUR money, are in an inferior position. This research focuses 
on cultural shifts that bring about changes in the position of women, especially in the fields of law, 
education, and the economy. With the times, patriarchal culture is difficult to maintain so there is a 
cultural shift. With the cultural shift, the position of women has changed. In the field of law, Karo 
women get inheritance rights from their parents' inheritance just like men. With equal rights in the 
field of education, Karo women have even attained higher education. Thus, their position also 
improved in terms of economy. They can be involved in the field of economics or business, not even 
a few women who have had success in the economy. Thus, a cultural shift in society improves the 
position of women for the better. 
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by providing useful information.  
 

“I think those videos are good. Uhm… and… and… eh… Those videos are also powerful… 
because… they… eh they kinda provide bunch of useful information. I also… uhm… I also know 
more… more about literature and poems… because of… because of those videos” R10 

 
R10 stated that those videos provided by the channel are considered powerful because they provided 
useful information and watched them helped her in enriching her knowledge about literature and 
poems.  
 

By reviewing to these examples of students’ statements, the researcher found that Learn with 
Gill YouTube channel is a proper source of information because it gives clear information, a nice 
source to study literature, and gives particular useful information that can enrich students’ 
knowledge regarding literature.  
 
2. Teaching while Giving Examples 
 
All of the respondents claimed that Learn with Gill YouTube channel is good because the teacher 
taught while giving examples. Some of their statements can be seen below: 
 

“The teacher on that channel is great. Hehe… she… she always gives examples when she is 
teaching… I do like it ma’am! By learning the examples… I can… uhm I mean… as a student, I 
can understand better the subject that she taught” R8 
 

R8 stated that he liked the channel because it gave examples and those examples helped him to 
understand the learning materials better.  
 

“Teacher Gill is such a good teacher. She is old… but she is really good in teaching! I think… 
maybe… she… she already has lots of teaching experiences. Her examples in every of… Uhuuk 
(Cough)…. ‘Pause for a while’ in every… every video is so damn good!  Ma’am… do you 
remember the video about Metaphor… Teacher Gill explained clearly about Bonnets… uhm… 
eh… yeah… the Bobolinks… perfectly! And… we can understand those clearly! And… what I like 
the most is… Teacher Gill… Uhm… She always uses colorful board markers to highlight her 
examples. This technique is really helpful… uhm… helpful in making us know the differences 
about some particular aspects… and understand the… the examples better!” R1 
 

R1 stated that the teacher on the channel always explains anything by giving proper examples. She 
explains every new and unique word perfectly. In addition, her technique of using colorful markers 
in giving examples have claimed to make students understand the materials better.  
 
3. Teaching with Appropriate Pace 
 
Eight of the respondents claimed that Learn with Gill YouTube channel is good because the teacher 
taught with appropriate pace. Some of their statements can be seen below: 
 

“Personally… I don’t really like the native who speaks really fast. For me, teacher Gill 
is such a good teacher. Her style… ugh sorry… I meant… her pace is really great! It’s 
not too fast and not too slow. I think she is born to be a teacher! Hahaha” R7 



 
 

 
  

 

 
R7 stated that she really likes the pace of teacher Gill because her pace is not too slow or too fast.  
 

“Ma’am… I can’t understand well… if… if… if the teacher… the teacher speaks really fast... 
fortunately, the teacher on YouTube speaks well… and… clear… I can anything… anything that 
she said. She is not that fast… and not to slow… because… if… the teacher… uhm… if the 
teacher is too slow… she can make us sleepy… but the YouTube teacher’s pace makes us can 
understand her lesson well…” R8 
 

R8 claimed that if the teacher is too slow, the students can be sleepy. However, teacher Gill’s pace in 
teaching is highly appropriate and made students enjoyed her lesson.   
 
4. Clear Pronunciation 
 
Eight of the respondents claimed that the teacher in Learn with Gill YouTube channel has clear 
pronunciation. Some of their statements can be seen below: 
 

“I have met some foreigners and natives… and I… I mostly cannot understand their 
pronunciation really well… especially my previous English teacher at the English course that I 
attended back then when I was still in junior high school… I once thought… once thought that… 
maybe my English was… was not good enough… (sobbing) but… after listening to some 
natives… like teacher Gill for examples… on the videos that you showed us… I can understand 
anything that she says! Her pronunciation is really clear! So I think… it’s not me who’s bad in 
English… but… probably I have not met proper English teachers and speakers in the past… so… 
ma’am… that’s it… hehe” R5 
 

R8 stated that based on her experience, there were some natives’ pronunciation that she could not 
understand. She even blamed herself in the past for not being able to understand the English spoken 
by the natives. However, teacher Gill speaks clear pronunciation and she can understand anything 
that she says in the video.  
 

“Compared to other YouTube channels that provide English or literature lesson, the teacher 
in this channel pronounces everything clearly. I understand anything that she uttered without 
any exception! I could say that the channel that you showed us became my favorite because 
the teacher has such a clear pronunciation. And… I think… because of her clear pronunciation, 
I can understand the lesson that she taught better. Especially about the poem’s structure!” R1 
 

R1 claimed that Learn English with Gill has become his favorite channel because the teacher has clear 
pronunciation. He can also understand literature and poem’s structure better due to the teacher’s 
clear pronunciation.  
 
 
5. Easy and Understandable Vocabularies 
 
Six of the respondents claimed that the teacher in Learn with Gill YouTube channel use easy and 
understandable vocabularies for her teaching materials. Some of their statements can be seen below: 
 

“In terms of words choice… whether it’s spoken or.. eh… written, teacher Gill uses easy and 



 
 

 

 

understandable vocabularies. Some videos that I watched… the speakers… I meant the 
teacher… they talked… or uhm… talked by using a very high vocabularies… uhm vocabularies 
that… that is quite hard to be understood by me. But it’s totally different with Teacher Gill. Even 
for explaining material such as… uhm… the metaphor… she chose to use easy words to explain 
difficult or unique term in such easy words. That’s why all of her lessons are always easy to 
follow!” R1 
 

R1 claimed that Teacher Gill used easier and understandable vocabularies whether they were spoken 
or written. Her chosen vocabularies made students understand the materials easier even for 
understanding difficult part such as metaphor.  
 

“From what I watched, I think the teacher wisely chose all vocabularies that she used during 
her lesson. Usually, for literature classes, the YouTubers chose such difficult words to be 
understood… uhm… probably… what they called aesthetic words or something like that… but 
although she taught poems and introduction about literature… this YouTuber never used 
such high level or extreme vocabularies unlike other literature experts. Even… uhm even she 
taught about such difficult material… like… uhm… SONNET for example, but she used such 
easy and understandable vocabularies. Her videos made me to like poems more.” R9 
 

R9 said that other teachers or YouTubers used difficult vocabularies to explain about literature. In 
contrast, teacher Gill used easy and understandable vocabularies in explaining her materials and her 
chosen words made the students understand literature better and even made them motivated to like 
literature.  
 
6. Use Well-Known Materials 
 
Five of the respondents claimed that the teacher in Learn with Gill YouTube channel use well-known 
materials for her lesson. Some of their statements can be seen below: 
 

“The teacher used such popular and well-known literary works such as Shakespeare’s Hamlet 
and many more. So, she used the materials that we already know… but enlighten our 
knowledge about the materials by explaining it in clearer and easier way to follow.” R7 
 

R7 stated that teacher Gill used materials that most of the students already know. They liked them 
because they have been familiar with them. In addition, teacher Gill’s clear explanations about the 
materials made them gain more information about the lesson.  
 

“I once ever read about The Owl and the Pussycat. I also thought… uhm… I thought I saw once 
video on TikTok about that poem… I was amazed to see teacher’s Gill video that explains about 
this poem. I really enjoyed it. It’s nice to present well-known materials to students because we 
do not need to study from the beginning… but… but just like extending our knowledge! That’s 
what I think ma’am… yep. It made me enjoy learning poems… uhm… literature as well…” R8 

 
R8 stated that teaching students by using the materials that they know will extend their knowledge 
about those specific materials. R9 also claimed that she did not really like to study something from 
the very beginning or from zero knowledge about such specific topic. However, since teacher Gill 
used materials that she knew, she really enjoyed the learning process through video.  
These findings which were derived from students’ statements during the interview proved that the 



 
 

 
  

 

YouTube channel called Learn English with Gill and also the teacher named Gill successfully 
introduced students about literature and even gave joyful learning materials as well as motivation in 
learning poems through interesting medium. This study supported the findings from Muhammad 
(2012) about YouTube’s role in helping students learning literature.  
 

Conclusion and Recommendation  
 
Based on the findings, this study concluded that all of the ten respondents have positive opinions 
about learning literature by watching videos from YouTube channel called Learn English with Gill. By 
referring to their interview result, the eight videos from this specific channel helped the students to 
learn literature. All students claimed that those videos helped them studying literature by providing 
proper information and giving examples. Eight respondents stated that the teacher on this channel 
used appropriate pace while teaching and pronounced everything clearly. Six respondents said that 
the vocabularies that teacher Gill use for written and oral communication were easy and 
understandable. The last, the five students claimed that this channel is helpful in learning literature 
because it used well-known materials that can be used to extend their knowledge about specific 
literary works rather than to make them learn from zero. That is why the YouTube channel called 
Learn English with Gill is appropriate to be used to give students proper foundation to know literature 
and to motivate them to study literature by using proper materials and proper technique.  
 
 This study is only the early study that only focused the specific YouTube channel called Learn 
English with Gill. The methodology is also just qualitative method. Therefore, in the future if there are 
further researchers who are interested to study similar topic with this study, the researcher 
recommends them several aspects to pursue. First, adding quantitative method for the methodology 
such as giving questionnaire. The themes that this study obtained from the interview might be useful 
to derive inspiration in order to create closed-ended questionnaire about similar topic. Second, the 
researcher suggests the future researchers to compare materials from Learn English with Gill with 
another channel in order to see which one can help students better in terms of learning poems or 
literature. Third, the future researcher can have post-test for the students to check whether the 
videos can help them to understand the materials or not.  
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Abstract  

 
Mass violence in Jakarta in 1998 caused casualties and trauma. Loss by death triggers the 

presence of tragic memories. Agus Noor's Kunang-Kunang di Langit Jakarta (Fireflies in the Sky of 
Jakarta) tells the story of mass violence in Jakarta using fireflies as a medium to describe the situation 
and conditions of the impact of turbidity. Fireflies relate to the spirits of female rape victims in the 1998 
riots. The focus of this article is the dismantling of discourse in the Firefly in the Sky of Jakarta. Through 
the perspective of collective memory, events in the past still exist, but it takes effort to uncover them, so 
the collective remember all the event. The existence of fireflies as an option to mediate specific memories 
requires special efforts to unearth their meaning. The first thing to do is to collect data. An in-depth 
reading of short stories is the beginning of data collection in the form of words, phrases, sentences, and 
paragraphs under the concept of memory.  Critical discourse analysis is a strategy to extrapolate ideas 
and discourses in the Fireflies in the Sky of Jakarta, focusing on the relation of textual conditions, 
discourse practices, and social. The study found that fireflies became a medium of memory regarding 
romantic moments, tragic atmospheres, the spirits of women who died of rape, and missing persons.  
Most importantly, the Fireflies in the Sky of Jakarta become a medium for reminders about the May 1998 
tragedy in Jakarta as a collective memory. 
 
Keywords: memory, collective, Jakarta, May, riot, 1998, remembering  
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

The May 1998 riots marked the end of the New Order regime's rule with the ouster of president 
Soeharto. Jakarta became the centre of momentum for changing regimes that dominion for thirty-
two years. The tragedy of the death of four students of Trisakti University, Jakarta, became a dark 
memory of the nation's history and was said to be a systematic and racist riot(Gledhill, 2012; 
Winarnita, 2011). The four students planned a long march to Jakarta, occupied parliament, and 
demanded Suharto step down but were shot dead by armed forces on May 12, 1998. Then, riots 
spread almost all of Jakarta with the destruction of buildings and the looting of economic centres. 
 

Besides the burning and destroyed buildings, there were many robberies and looting. Sexual 
violence against ethnic Chinese women also occurred. Racist riots against ethnic Chinese also destroy 
human values (Gledhill, 2012; Saputro, 2017). For at least 24 years, Indonesian society remembered 
the 1998 riots as a dark history with unresolved problems. Tragedy hurts the mind and leaves 
traumatic memories during life. Remembering Jakarta is the same as remembering that traumatic 
event. The premise mentioned before is what underlies the study of the short story Kunang-Kunang 
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In this story, Fireflies in the Sky of Jakarta are not just a reminder medium but also an object of 

recollection and a depiction of memories (Erll, 2011, 2012; Erll & Rigney, 2006). Imaginatively, 
fireflies weave memories from the past to the present to become collective memories. The voices of 
the fireflies mediated and constructed the memory to remember the 1998 Jakarta tragedy. 

 
"Look at the burnt building. That is where they raped me...  
"They are so violent!" 
"My body has never been found until now" (Noor, 2012). 

 

The impact of the Jakarta riots and tragedy is clearly illustrated; the buildings burned down to the 
missing people. The above narration comes from the voices of fireflies. The voices were addressed to 
Jane. Jane's position is assumed to be a figure who does not know the stories in Jakarta in mid-1998. 
The fireflies sounded "look" so that Jane would witness the buildings in Jakarta that were scorched 
and abandoned due to the May 1998 riots. The buildings bear silent witness to the existence of people 
who have lost their human value. The unfound bodies are a reminder that many victims still are not 
getting the attention they deserve and have unresolved properly. 
 

Peter's death was also an attempt to resist forgetting that there were still people who did not 
have to be victims but sacrificed for inhuman policies 

 
"Peter passed away. It vanished, to be precise. Some people told stories of watching Peter's 
body plunge from the top of the building height. Maybe he jumped. Maybe someone pushed it. 
Peter's gliding body suddenly lit up, glowing, then broke into thousands of fireflies. An overly 
dramatic depiction of death, or perhaps even melancholy! Maybe it is true that way. However, 
perhaps it is also true that the rumours were: Peter was obliterated for attempting to connect 
the firefly phenomenon with the riots many years ago in this city" (Noor, 2012). 

 
The word "obliterated" became a traumatic term. That is, there is a deliberate attempt to eliminate 
something. Peter mediates memories of some people lost in the 1998 riots. Disappearing of one's 
own accord or lost due to being forced to be lost by a great power, Peter or the missing people create 
a great sense of negativity and are very likely to have a traumatic impact 
 

The quotation above attempts to reconstruct past events to be remembered through data from 
the present(Halbwachs, 1980). Fireflies in the Sky of Jakarta become a loci memoriae, a box that 
stores memories. It is also a way to resist forgetting in today's trend that many people tend to forget 
the past. 

 
"He was looking at the firefly sky with teary eyes when a flatterer beside him said, "Beauty 
often makes us sad..." 
Jane smiled. "I suddenly remembered the event that caused the firefly to appear. Do you 
remember that event?" The person shook his head. Jane was not too surprised. People in this 
city no longer remember the riots"(Noor, 2012). 

 
The last sentence in the quote above becomes an emphatic epilogue that fireflies, Jane, and 

Peter, with a series of stories of female spirits killed by rape and missing persons, became an attempt 
to compromise the memory of the May tragedy in Jakarta in 1998 and the refusal to forget the event.  
 



 
 

 

 

Concluding Remarks 
 

Based on the discussion, there are five critical things. First, the existence of fireflies in the 
Fireflies in the Sky of Jakarta became a medium for constructing memories of events that occurred in 
Jakarta in 1998. Secondly, fireflies become a medium the reminder of romantic and tragic memories, 
that is, the loss-loss of loved ones. Third, fireflies are animals that remind people who died due to the 
1998 Jakarta riots. Fourth, fireflies represent the existence of the missing people, either dead or 
disappearing in the sense of hiding, and it is clear what their fate is. Fifth, most importantly, the 
fireflies in the Jakarta Sky became an effort to visit and recall the tragedy of May 1998 in Jakarta. 
Refusing to forget is the central discourse in the Fireflies in the Sky of Jakarta. Agus Noor, through his 
work, tried to reconfirm the tragedy of May 1998 as collective memory during a situation in which 
people have forgotten that bloody tragedy. 
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Abstract  

 
Meaning is derived from the difference of signs. Yet, the meaning continuously changes and 

escapes. Therefore the difference tends to be differance. As a result, a text has multiple meanings. It is 
seen in the narration of some stories collected in Lamsijam Memutuskan Menjadi Gila  written by Asef 
Saeful Anwar. There are three short stories in the anthology to be analyzed in this study to see how 
differences are represented in various aspects of everyday life. In the title story, different voices given to 
each characters are the issues to be addressed. In this short story, Lamsijan is considered insane by the 
society since he acts differently from most people. His difference is assumed in various senses. Yet, he is 
made as one among the other narrator in the story. The second short story, entitled Bunda Maria, Surga, 
dan Apel is investigated to see how religious difference is reimagined. Meanwhile, Denai is studied to see 
how the story voices the politically marginalized among its major group. This research will use Derrida’s 
notion on difference/differance to observe how difference is talked in the narration. Accordingly, we use 
deconstruction reading method as the research method to see how the minority is voiced in the narration of the 
story. 
 
Keywords: difference, Lamsijan, minority, narration    
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

The diversity of people’s backgrounds has created what so-called multicultural society. In 
Indonesia, there are people belonging to Javanese, Sundanese, Madurese, Makassar, Balinese, Bugis, 
Chinese, Arab, Indian, etc. It is recorded that there are around three hundred ethnic groups in 
Indonesia (Levinson & Christensen, 2002). They also embrace the different religious system, such as 
Islam, Hinduism, Budha, Catholic, Christian, or other belief.  
 

The differences among people at times raises negative consequences such as prejudice and 
discrimination especially toward those who belong to the minor groups. The differences in fact are 
not only in term of physical traits or backgrounds but also in term of perspectives. Unfortunately, 
these differences are not always viewed equally since  differences can be considered as a threat by 
people who do not embrace the notion of diversity and tolerance. As a result, the minority are 
sometimes marginalized.  
 

It is expected that the recognition of differences in society leads to understanding. Yet, the 
heterogeneous conditions often create discrimination or inter-cultural conflict despite tolerance in 
their cross communication and interaction. It happens because different people or groups might 
respond to a certain event differently in accordance with their perspective which is affected by their 
backgrounds. A trivial issue for particular groups might be a sensitive issue for the other groups. 
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Different attitudes toward an issue would also result in different respond toward an event or issue 
in society. Some people may take the side of the discriminated or the minority, but the other may 
take a side on the opposition. There are also people who may decide to take a neutral position and 
consider all point of view before giving a reaction. These different perspectives are unavoidable and 
eventually made society more heterogeneous. 
 

Literary works such as short stories, novels, poems, and poems which express the idea of the 
marginalized have actually been quite abundant. Yet, there is something interesting in discussing 
how the marginalized are voiced now.  It is not only in term of exposing the weak, poor people as the 
main character as well as the theme, but also how understanding a piece of work can be done within 
the framework of the less dominant or the marginalized one.  If most readers are focused on the 
sufferings of Cinderella, one can read the story in the context of the stepmother.  When most readers 
focus on the sufferings of Mary, the other readers may want to read it from the perspective of Joseph 
as Mary's husband. 
 

Lamsijan Memutuskan Menjadi Gila is an anthology of short stories written by Asef Saeful 
Anwar published in 2014. The short stories offer a different perspective in reading the phenomena 
of diversity in Indonesian society. The marginalized or the difference from the majority are voiced in 
this anthology with a new technique of writing. As a result, this anthology is worth analyzing. The 
binary position, tension, and recent issues on social, economic, and political spheres are blended. 
 

Based on the background presented above, the main question arises about how differences are 
voiced in the narration of stories collected in Lamsijan Memutuskan Menjadi Gila written by Asef 
Saeful Anwar. 

 

Literature Review 
 

Derrida's Notion of Difference/ Differance  
 

Saussure denotes that meaning is derived from the difference of signs. Being a woman is 
derived from the idea of being what is not a woman, say, men. We define good from what is not good, 
say, bad. However, Derrida responds that the meaning is not inherent in the sign itself. Instead, the 
meaning is deferred continuously. Women can be defined not only by contrasting it from men but 
also other signs, depends on what we like to think about women. Women in some parts are also men 
if we think that both men and women are members of humanity.   
 

Instead of imposing difference of signs, Derrida uses differance as to Derrida what Saussure 
means by difference is differance in his sense in which the meaning of a sign is indefinite. Therefore, 
a sign or a text has multiple meanings because it is the reader who defers the meaning every time the 
meaning comes into being.  
 

In pronunciation, the difference between the word difference and differance is not notified. The 
difference between the words is only seen in writing (Lucy, 2004). Thus, the meaning or identity of 
differance is its difference from the difference that can only be seen when it is written. It is not easy 
to see the difference between the two words, like what we are doing now. Every time we type 
differance, it is automatically corrected by the computer into difference. The computer is programmed 
to identify what a word should be and what a word should not be by notifying us with a red underline 
to point wrong spelling. In that sense, a computer's program is very logocentric. It cannot recognize 



 
 

 
  

 

words it is not commanded to admit. We think that is what Derrida criticizes people who are difficult 
to admit what they do not usually recognize, people who do not accept what is different from them, 
different from their prior belief. 

 
Derrida talks about chains of significations that the meaning of a text is indefinitely, even what 

never come into consideration (spectre). He does not defy that language is a system of differentiation; 
that difference is the foundation of language and the main reason for the existence of things or the 
basis of epistemology. However, he sees such Saussurean thought is less legitimate since difference 
indeed naturally exists between signs or things which shape those signs/things. In a better sense for 
him, Derrida uses differance to point out the difference which continuously differs because according 
to him difference does not exist transcendentally or beyond time or three-dimensional-space. While 
Saussure believes in unchanged difference (metaphysically) which only shape signs, Derrida believes 
that there is nothing outside the text. Difference produces and is produced in the text, not in the realm 
of metaphysics. Difference produces signs and is produced by signs. Thus, understanding a sign is an 
indefinite signification. So the chain of signs goes.  
 

Let us say about a mad man in Lamsijan Memutuskan Menjadi Gila. What we admit about a crazy 
man in a general sense is how someone is assumed as out of his mind that he is considered not normal 
in the majority's standard. Such signification needs to be observed further how people determine the 
standard of rational people that they can define someone as mad, as the other. This research will see 
how the minority and the majority are talked in the narration of the stories to see how meaning is 
derived from differences which defer all the time. 
 

In relation to this research, “Voices of the Marginalized on the Internet: Examples from A 
Website for Women of South Asia” written by Ananda Mitra is a previous study taken into 
consideration to help researcher understanding the marginalized group and their strategy to cope 
with it. This article explores the textual and discursive strategies used by A South Asian women Web 
portal. Using illustrations from the sub-culture of women of South Asia, Mitra analyzes Internet 
provides a forum in which different marginalized women in South Asia can produce a "presence" that 
might have been denied to them in the real world (2004). The Internet has offered a discursive space 
where the traditionally invisible group, such as women of South Asia, can voice themselves. The issue 
of a marginalized group which is examined in this particular article, and generally in some other 
studies, shows that it is still an interesting topic to be discussed. Even though the previous research 
by Mitra and the proposed research work on the same issue, it takes a different focus. While Mitra is 
interested in studying a medium which accommodates the marginalized group to express 
themselves, this recent research wants to study the minority, majority and the differences between 
the majority and minor oppressed groups/ individual character.  

 

Methodology 
 

Since we will conduct this research using Derrida’s notion on difference/differance, we design 
the research method using deconstruction reading method as what we think Derrida suggests. We 
will find the binary oppositions implied in the narration and observe their relation toward one 
another to understand the meaning it might imply, and at the same time, we find other possible 
implications that can be derived from the relationship of the things in the narration. 

 
 

 



 
 

 

 

Data Collection 
 

The primary data is taken from the anthology of short stories titled Lamsijan Memutuskan Jadi 
Gila written by Asef Saefulah Anwar published by Pusat Studi Kebudayaan (The Center of Culture 
Studies), Gadjah Mada University. Lamsijan Memutuskan Menjadi Gila, Bunda Maria, Surga, dan Apel 
and Denai are three short stories taken from the anthology to be analyzed. What is observed in these 
three short stories is the narration of how minority, majority, the diversity is talked in the stories. It 
is done by listing the underlined topics in each of the stories. 

 
Data Analysis 
 

As mentioned above the primary data will be analyzed using Derrida’s notion on 
difference/differance to see the relationship of the characters in the narration as signs. The 
relationships are classified to its closest groups. Those data are later related to the same characters 
in the intertextual texts to find other interpretations. 

 

Findings and Discussion 
 

Different People with Violation of Social Expectation 
 

Lamsijan Memutuskan Menjadi Gila is the title story of the short stories anthology written by 
Asef Saeful Anwar. This story is narrated by eight different people who give opinions about Lamsijan; 
a poor villager is said to be crazy. The narration implies oppositional characteristics of being mentally 
ill/ mentally healthy and being conscious/unconscious. Lamsijan is defined to be mentally ill since 
he likes to kiss people who were passing the village bridge. He kisses them who fail to run away from 
him when crossing the bridge. He is also reported to kill some people, but nobody wants to be the 
witness of the crime. He is arrested by the police and is sent to an asylum instead of a jail. Surprisingly 
he tells the doctor that he consciously decided to be mentally sick which is a paradox. Mental sickness 
or mental illness is usually defined as the state of being in which a person lost his/her consciousness 
or awareness by the mind of itself and the world. In this narration the character of Lamsijan proposes 
another condition in which being mentally sick can be identified as a conscious decision, meaning he 
is not unaware that he acts what people think as crazy/mentally ill. This story arises questions of 
what actually mental illness is; what kind of people who actually suffer from such disorder.  
 

As stated before, the narration of the story is narrated by eight different people. They talk about 
Lamsijan. Those are a loan shark who works to drive a boat, a corrupt Head of the village, a generous 
prostitute, a religious teacher who sells religious verse, a suicide beautiful woman, a little girl who is 
the loan shark's daughter, a young policeman, and a psychiatrist. There are four intriguing characters 
among those eight people. They are the loan shark, the corrupt Head of the village, the generous 
prostitute, and the religious teacher. Those four people show paradoxical characteristic of their 
professions. They speak of themselves to describe that what they do is justified in their own way. The 
loan shark says how he lends money to the villagers, including Lamsijan, is the way he helps them 
despite the high interest he takes from them. He said, “Saya senang membantu orang miskin dengan 
hutang. Saya serasa memberi dorongan hidup untuk mereka. Bunga yang saya tetapkan benar-benar 
menjadi pelecut usaha mereka” (Anwar, 2014, p. 22) [I love helping poor people with debt. By doing 
it, I feel like giving them a life boost. The interest I set is genuinely a whip for their hard work. (Anwar, 
2014, p. 22)] 
 



 
 

 
  

 

Meanwhile, the corrupt Head of the Village justifies his corruption by sharing a little bit of the 
money with his people in the village in the name of charity. 

 
Apa yang paling saya suka dari ide Lamsijan adalah membagi keuntungan dari kerja sama kami 
kepada warga. Tentu dalam jumlah kecil-kecil saja, ibarat zakat yang sedikit membersihkan 
harta yang banyak. Misalnya dengan mengadakan pengajian, ya pengajian, lomba-lomba bagi 
warga, dan hadiah bagi warga teladan dengan beberapa kategor (Anwar, 2014, p. 17) 
 
[What I like most about Lamsijan is his idea to share the benefit of our collaboration with the 
citizens. Of the small number only, like zakat which is small in number but cleans treasure a 
lot. For example by holding recitals, recitation, competition for citizens, and prizes for a model 
citizen with several categories. (Anwar, 2014, p. 17)] 

 
In the other way around, a prostitute, whose profession is regarded as a bad one, does a better 

thing than those who have respected professions like the Head of the Village, The Boat driver, and 
the religious teacher. She likes to give food to the stray children in the street with the money she has 
got from her work. 

 
 Aku kumpulkan uang yang berserakan di lantai. Aku keluar, menghabiskan malam di 
perempatan lampu merah. Mengajak senang-senang para anak jalanan yang dari pagi belum 
makan. Aku tidak tahu kalau malam itu akan menjadi malam terakhirku melihat mereka. 
(Anwar, 2014, p. 23) 
 
[I collected the money scattered on the floor. I went out, spent the night at the red light 
intersection. I invited street kids who have not had anything for breakfast to have fun. I did not 
know that that evening would be my last night seeing them. (Anwar, 2014, p. 23)] 

 
As mentioned above the character of a religious teacher in the story is told as the one who 

makes money by selling verses in the holy book he knows to those who come to him for advice. That 
he sells religious verses is told by another character, that is the beautiful woman who takes suicide. 

 
“Si ustadz menawariku beberapa ayat suci untuk dibacakan setelah salat. Aku tertarik. Ia 
menagih uang mahar. Aku membayar. Ayat-ayat dituliskannya dalam huruf latin, karena aku 
tidak bisa membaca tulisan Arab. Segera kuamalkan hari itu juga.” (Anwar, 2014, p. 24) 
 
“Sepertinya pelet pelacur lebih ampuh daripada ayat suci yang ditulis seorang ustadz. Aku 
complain ke si ustadz, tapi ia menyuruhku bersabar. Sekaligus menawariku ayat yang lebih 
ampuh. Aku kembali membayar mahar, lebih mahal” (Anwar, 2014, p. 25) 
 
[The Ustadz (the cleric) offered me several scriptures to read after the prayer. I'm interested 
in it. He asked for the dowry money. I paid. The verses are written in Latin letters because I 
can't read Arabic. I immediately predicted that day.]  
[It seems that prostitute pellets are more effective than scriptures written by an Ustadz, but he 
told me to be patient. He simultaneously offered me a more effective verse. Again I paid dowry, 
the more expensive one. (Anwar, 2014, p. 25)] 

 
The existence of those four characters is perpetuated by the character of Lamsijan who decides 

to be mentally sick. The boat driver, the head of the village and the religious teacher are basically also 



 
 

 

 

mentally disturbed since they take advantage of the weak people who need them. While the 
prostitute gives charity with the money, she has got from the so-called ‘dirty' job. 
 

The binary oppositions used in the story are purposed to emphasize the existence of each 
prominent character. The following pairs of binary opposition show how the characters have 
paradoxical characteristics. 

 
help – oppress 
honest – corrupt 
bad – good 
sell – give for free 
 

What the boar driver says that he helps people actually oppress them. The head of the village who 
should be honest turns out to be corrupt. The prostitute whose job is regarded as a bad one is actually 
a good person in her own way. The religious teacher who should advise people in need for free makes 
money by selling verses. 
 

Those who do things which violate humanity, like oppression, corruption, manipulation, are 
usually regarded as mentally sick. They are different with Lamsijan who consciously decides to be 
mentally ill. The character of Lamsijan in the story is the criticism toward the other characters 
mentioned above. As for the generous prostitute, some people are sometimes thought to be crazy 
when they do things what many people do not expect them like good things done by the so-called 
‘bad' people.   
 
The Reversal to the Stereotype of People with Stigmatized Political View 
 

Denai tells the story of how people treat a communist dead body. It  is narrated that when he 
was still alive, Sebeg (the name of the character) was recognized as a communist. His poor family and 
his disability of hearing sound clearly, have made him friendless. After his engagement with 
communism, he joined their movement and recruited followers. Instead of being shunned, Sebeg 
becomes a fearsome person. He gradually gained his control over villagers. Fighting against Sebeg 
means dead, obeying his order means living. During his life, he killed many innocent people, babies, 
and anyone who opposed his will.   
 

Due to his power abuse and ill-treatment to the villagers, Sebeg was feared. He had the 
authority to kill people or to let them live. His character is created to meet the constructed image of 
the communist in Indonesian society. In the postcolonial era in Indonesia, there was a movement in 
which six Indonesian Army general in Soekarno era was assassinated. The Army, social, political, and 
religious groups blamed that the treason was plotted by Partai Komunis Indonesia (Indonesian 
Communist Party). In the next era, the government of President Soeharto would reinforce this 
accusation through the making of a film depicting the revolt with much exaggeration on the cruelness 
of the followers toward the six assassinated general. Since then, Indonesian think that all communists 
are evil, heartless, fearsome, and intolerant. Thus, it becomes the typical negative description of 
communist in Indonesia. Communist is stereotyped as a group who committed negative actions 
instead of ideology. 
 

The following list of oppositional descriptions from the first half of the story that supports this 
idea. Sebeg was placed in the more powerful position, and the villagers are described as the victim of 



 
 

 
  

 

Sebeg’s arrogance.  
 

People –   Sebeg 
Oppressed  – Oppressive 
Kind           – Abusive 
Weak          – Strong 

 
The structure of description results in the negative label attached to a politically marginalized 

communist. In one side, the narrative suggests that a person like Sebeg, as the representation of 
communist, is cruel and inhuman and thus should be punished. In Indonesian society, communists 
are associated with a group which oppressed and killed people. As a matter of fact, this label has 
become a stigma applied to everyone related to this ideology. It applies not only to the communist 
but also to the family or group related to the communist. People judge others not on the quality of an 
individual, but based on their association toward the group. People will eventually see someone as 
communist even though they are not. Yet because someone has a relation with a person whose 
political view is communism, the same stigma will apply.  
 

Denai presents this issue from a different perspective, somehow. Instead of going with the 
mainstream discourse, the close reading to the story offers a different point of view to interpretation. 
The structure of the weak and the strong group is reversed in the middle of the story. 
It is said in the narration that as a revenge to Sebeg's crime during his lifetime, people in his village 
do not want to bury his dead body. They decided to leave it to rot. It was the punishment that fits his 
crime.  
 

This revenge marks that the villagers are the ones who tortured a corpse. They do not treat it 
respectfully with burying it like what usually people do, yet intentionally neglect it as a form of 
punishment to Sebeg. This will be the cost that should be paid for what he had done when he lived: 
killed many people and children disheartedly. Because of his bad conduct which is considered evil, 
his dead body is worthless. This is supported by the quote from the story: 
 

Orang – orang lebih memilih menutup hidung atau mengoleskan minyak wangi pada tepi lubang 
hisung mereka dari pada mengubur mayat itu. Keranda tak mereka relakan untuk membawanya. 
Apalagi memandikan dan mengkafaninya, sedangkan membakar mayat itu saja mereka tidak 
sudi. 
“Tanah tidak akan menerima jasadnya,” kata seseorang. 
“Api justru akan mengakrabkannya pada neraka,” sela yang lain. 
“Biarkan ia membusuk hingga tulang belulang dan baru anjungku akan memakan tulang – 
tulang itu,” sambung yang lain. (Anwar, 2014, p. 62-63) 
 
[People prefer to cover their noses or apply perfume to the edges of their nostrils instead of 
burying the body. They did not volunteer to carry it. Not even bathing and clothing it, while 
burning the corpse they were not willing. 
"The land will not accept the body," someone said. 
"Fire will actually familiarize it to hell," interrupted the others. 
"Let it rot until the remaining bones, and my dog will eat the bones," continued the others. 
(Anwar, 2014, p. 62-63)] 

 
People’s hatred and worthlessness of Sebeg are illustrated by the oppositional words used to narrate 



 
 

 

 

the story, including the hidup/alive – mati/dead, wangi/fragrant – busuk/noisome. 
 

Busuk is the word which frequently used to refer to Sebeg corpse's sting. It is believed that the 
eviler someone is, the more dreadful the smell their dead body is. Wangi is a pleasant smell used to 
resist from Sebeg's rotten corpse. People in the village use perfumery so that they feel like good 
people. These two words might also imply the quality of a person. In talking about people attitude, 
Busuk and wangi might signify good deed and bad attitude. 
 

At the end of the story, it is revealed that the Head of the Village has killed Sebeg. By this, the 
position of Sebeg which was previously placed in the position of the strongest person was reversed. 
The label of the strongest person is given to the person who killed many people. But the fact that he 
was killed by the head of the village means that the head of the village is stronger than Sebeg. This 
reversal is underlined through the conversation of the chief with his son (Anwar, 2014). 
 

However, the motivation for killing Sebeg is for his personal business. The head of the village 
believes that consuming bones of very strong man will make someone even powerful. The image 
which has formerly been created at the beginning of the story, i.e., that a communist Sebeg is evil and 
sinful, and that the villagers are the victim was reversed. All of their treatment towards the corps 
shows the opposite impression. The villagers, and especially the chief, are the ones who are 
corrupted, egoist, ignorant, and cruel. Sebeg has been victimized to their ideal and false judgment. 
“Cruel”, ”abusive”, "corrupt", "strong" is the list of words found in the second part of the narration 
which is attached to the society.  
To sum up, the reversal in the structure of the winning party offers an idea that meaning is unstable 
and that the stereotype of marginalized should be put into question. 
 
Response to Different Religions 
 

The short story in the anthology titled ‘Bunda Maria, Surga, Apel’ tells about a little girl whose 
parents believe in different religions. The story is narrated by the little girl. She tells how her father 
takes care of her well when the mother already passed away. There is some binary opposition implied 
in the narration as follows: 

 
Malaikat Ayah (Father’s angel) – Malaikat Bunda (mother’s angel) 
Believing mother – not believing father  
Bad mark – good deed 
Complete parent – single parent 
Kafir – obedient 
Hiding the belief – teaching the belief 

 
The little girl who comes with her mother's belief as a Christian tells how different both of her 

parents are. She says that the way her mother described an angel is different from what her father 
did and she prefers to believe in what the mother told than what her father said by saying that the 
father was just making up the story of the angel. This is supported by her saying:  

 
"Mungkin Ayah cuma pengin menghiburku saja ya, Bunda, makanya mengarang cerita. Aku lebih 
percaya dengan cerita Bunda kok” (Anwar, 2014: 134) 
 
[Maybe daddy only wants to entertain me, mom, so that he makes up a story. However, I believe 



 
 

 
  

 

in your story more (Anwar, 2014:134)] 
 
Even though the narration shows how the girl implies that her mother’s belief is better than her 
father’s, but at the same time it does not make her think that her father is not a good person. She does 
not understand why her father does not pray as she does in the church. That does not bother her 
either anyway since as long as he does good things. 
 

Sudah lama aku ingin tanya, kenapa Ayah tidak pernah ikut sembahyang. Aku belum pernah 
melihat Ayah sembahyang. Sekali…saja belum. Aku enggak berani bertanya meskipun aku yakin 
Ayah enggak akan marah kalau aku bertanya. Enggak tahulah, tapi yang penting ayah baik saja 
sudah cukup. Daripada ayah rajin sembahyang, tapi tidak baik.(Anwar, 2014: 138) 
 
[It’s been a while that I wanted to ask why daddy never say a prayer. I have never seen daddy 
praying. Never even once. I don't dare ask him even though I am sure that he won't ever 
disappoint me. I don't care, as long as he is a good person. It is better than he is regularly 
praying but is terrible in his conduct.] 

 
That expression also shows that usually people who pray should be good people. However, being 
good people is more important than just doing the praying. The following expression also implies a 
similar thing: "Meskipun nilai sekolahku jelek, yang penting kan aku sudah pandai berbuat baik” 
(Anwar, 2014: 135) [Despite the bad school grade, the important thing is I am already good at doing 
good (Anwar, 2014: 135)] These two data imply that the most essential thing in life is a good person, 
regardless we pray in different ways or we do not have good achievement in life.   
 

Being a good person is the most important thing which is repeatedly implied in the narration 
including in the way the little girl compares her life and her friend’s life. She is more fortunate even 
though she lives with a single parent, her father, while her friend, Monica, lives with both parents 
who always come with her to the church. Monica is not happy since her father turned out to be 
arrested because of corruption. This narration perpetuates how being a good person is the key to 
happiness. It seems to imply that having a good single parent is better than having both parents who 
are corrupt. The pure heart of the little girl is strengthened by opposing her to the character of her 
friend, Monica, who told her that the little girls’ father was a kafir (unbeliever) because he does not 
belong to the same religion with them. However, the little girl was not mad at her friend because she 
wants to be a good person. In this way, the narration tries to perpetuate the virtue of the little girl by 
creating the opposite character of her, that is Monica, her friend, instead of narrating her as being 
good as itself.  
 

The last part of the story reveals that the father intentionally hides his belief from his little girl, 
instead of teaching it as his father asked. He does it because he wishes that the girl can pray for her 
mother in the same belief while he cannot pray for her in his belief. In the end, the narration shows 
that religion matters. It denies the previous narration which implies that what matters is being a 
good person, instead of different belief.    
 

The short story of ‘Bunda Maria, Surga, Apel' wants to narrate a story about tolerance in the 
family but the binary oppositions implied in the narration shows how the feeling of being better than 
the other (The little girl and her friend, Monica) is still perpetuated. Eventually, different beliefs even 
matter in the thought of the father. If it is so then, it is not a tolerance because tolerance is about the 
feeling of equality. 



 
 

 

 

 

Concluding Remarks 
 

The short story anthology by Asef Saeful Anwar (2014) tries to voice the differences in our 
society. Since the stories are mostly written around 2011-2014, it also reflects the social condition of 
Indonesia in the era. ‘Lamsijan Memutuskan Menjadi Gila' tells about people with different 
professions who violate social expectation. Those with a respectable profession turns out to be 
corrupt, oppressive and manipulative while the one who is thought to have a lowly job turns out to 
be generous. The existence of the latter is a criticism toward the former. The use of binary opposition 
in the narration shows how good can be bad and the other way around.  
 

The second short story analyzed in the anthology, ‘Denai' tells about the violence toward a 
person who is thought to be a communist in a society. The political view of communism is stigmatized 
as bad ideology. The people who embrace this political view are seen as inhumane so that they are 
treated in a similar way of what other people think about them. They think a communist violates 
humanity, so they treat him out of humanity. In that way, they are also inhumane.  The narration 
shows how the power to dominate results in violence, and it will not stop when people do not give 
up their grudge. 
 

The third short story analyzed is ‘Bunda Maria, Surga, Apel' tells about the different beliefs in 
a family. It is about how the father of a little girl hides his belief to let the child embrace her mother's 
belief so that she can pray for her in the same religion. The story wants to imply tolerance in the 
narration, but the binary oppositions used there shows how feeling better than the other is still 
perpetuated which means intolerance because tolerance is about the sense of equality that we should 
respect the others as we expect them to do so to us. 
 

All in all, differences can be voiced by itself, but most of the time people use differences to show 
one power over the others. Instead of seeing differences as equality, we tend to use differences to 
perpetuate our own identity by creating ‘the other.'  
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Abstract  

 
Maya Angelou’s autobiographical novel can be seen as an example of domestic violence. “I Know 

Why the Caged Bird Sing” was written by Maya Angelou, was an American autobiography, poet, 
journalist, education, and film director. The psychic injuries inflicted upon Angelou in her childhood by 
her separated parents and the guilt of having been sexually abused by her mother’s boyfriend Mr. 
Freeman made her believe that she had been a mouthpiece of the devil. As an outburst, Angelou depict 
the isolation she felt as a young girl enduring racism and surviving violent sexual trauma and traces the 
journey of her development into a strong and independent woman. The notion of three-dimensional 
approaches and transitivity can be used to demonstrate domestic violent as happened in the “I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings”. 
 
Keywords: domestic violence, sexual abused, young girl  
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

Domestic violence, as defined by the United States Department of Justice on Violence Against 
Women, is defined as acts of abuse in a relationship that can be committed anywhere with the intent 
of exerting control over another intimate partner. Maya Angelou’s autobiographical novel can be seen 
as an example. “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings” was written by Maya Angelou was an American 
autobiographer, poet, journalist, educator, and film director. The psychic injuries inflicted upon 
Angelou in her childhood by her separated parents and the guilt of having been sexually abused by 
her mother’s boyfriend Mr. Freeman made her believe that she had been a mouthpiece of the devil. 
As an outburst, Angelou depict the isolation she felt as a young girl enduring racism and surviving 
violent sexual trauma and traces the journey of her development into a strong and independent 
woman.  
 

Critical discourse analysis is about discourse analytical research that primarily studies the way 
social-power about and inequality are enacted, reproduced, legitimated, and resisted by text and talk 
in the social and political context. In relation to the definition of CDA, Fairclough stated that “CDA as 
a form of critical research seeks to understand how contemporary capitalism in some respects five 
effect to human well-being with a view to overcoming or mitigating these obstacle and limits.” We 
know from this definition that in conducting an analysis of CDA, we want to let people know about 
contemporary problems and how to solve them. 
 

Domestic violence is also knowing as a violation of human rights in the community (Aziz, Idris, 
Ishak, Wahid, & Abu Yazid, 2018). This has occurred between humans and it can be found in the short 
story, newspaper, film, novel, and society in daily life. It occurs to make readers realize that in the 
story there is a person who is dominant and a person who gets dominated. The dominant person 
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often used his power to dominate the others. The power is reflected through their action to the 
person. In domestic violence, it appeared between husband and wife. The husband dominated the 
wife or vice versa.  
 

From the explanation above, writer tries to analyse what is domestic violence in this story and 
the relation between domestic violence. First, writer will use the theory of Fairclough’s three-
dimensional approach to analyse domestic violence relation with the story. The second is applying 
the transitivity method accruing to Halliday et al.,. The phenomena of domestic violence like 
threatening and raping occurred in the text. These two theories can be used to make it clear about 
what is domestic violence found in text and why it has occurred. 

 

Literature Review 
 

Based on Journal of Adolescent Health (2007) domestic violence is a serious social and public 
health problem that occurs in all countries around the world. Domestic violence includes an array of 
physical and sexual violence, emotional abuse, and controlling behaviors by intimate partners. In 48 
population-based studies form around the world, between 10% and 69% of women reported being 
physically assaulted by an intimate partner at some point of their lives, and for many of these women, 
physical assault was a part of continuing pattern of abusive behavior. Domestic violence is quite 
popular to analyze in text, short stories, novels, and other. Ann Dix describe that domestic violence 
is the phenomena or the relation of the phenomena controlling, intimidating, violence, or abuse that 
occur to those aged 16 or above who are or have been, partners or couple family members without 
considering their gender and sexuality (2015). 

 

Methodology 
 

This research applies two theories to analyze domestic violence in the I Know Why the Caged 
Bird Sings by Maya Angelou. The first theory is Fairclough’s three-dimension approach (2013) to 
analyze domestic violence. According to Fairclough (2013)  there are three-dimension that can be 
used to analyze domestic violence in the text. The first element is text-analysis (description). Text 
analysis is analyzed about the data text as the object of research. In text-analysis, this theory analyses 
visual and verbal signs about the grammar, the structure, the meaning, the mood, the modality, and 
the relation between the participants in the interaction (Gowhary, Rahimi, Azizifar, & Jamalinesari, 
2015). The mood analysis here such as a type of the sentence, whether it is a statement, question, or 
declaration. The modality analysis is showing the degree of assertiveness in the exchanges.  
 

The second element is processing analysis (interpretation). This is about the relation between 
the text production and consumption described by Emery (2016). In processing analysis, there is a 
discourse practice. Discourse practice concerned about how or the way in which the text has been 
produced, including its relationship with similar texts, its mode of dissemination and the way it is 
received, read, interpreted, and used by human subjects. It can be analyzed through interdiscursivity 
of the text and intertextuality. Interdiscursivity is the way in which the text appears to subscribe to 
one or more discourses. The relation is between texts to another text. Intertextuality is the way in 
which other texts are utilized in the construction of a given text. According to AlAfnan (2017) 
intertextuality is the text that is compiled with other texts. It transformed the past to the present 
texts. 
 

The third element is social analysis (explanation). Social analysis explained about the social 



 
 

 

 

relation in the text. The focus of social analysis is on such things as the immediate situation that has 
given rise to its production and the various socio-cultural practices and discursive conditions at both 
institutional and societal levels that provide a wider contextual relevance (Mintarsih, Kodrat, & 
Emiliasari, 2020). It deals with social practices like hegemony and domestic violence. It depends on 
the context and situation in the text. 
 

The second theory that was used to analyze domestic violence in this research is the transitivity 
method according to Halliday, M. A. K., and Matthiessen, C. (He, 2013). Transitivity, according to 
Halliday, M. A. K. and Matthiessen, C. (He, 2013), is a grammatical system which enables a language 
speaker to interpret the world of experience or as we know as an action or event, process, or state 
into a process type. We can say transitivity is realized in the grammar of the clause for constructing 
our experience of process types, participants directly involved in that process and circumstances. In 
other words, Wahyudin (2016) stated stated that transitivity analysis is about the experience related 
with meaning and people’s perception in using the language. 
 

Halliday, M. A. K. and Matthiessen, C. described that there are six (6) transitivity processes, 
which are material process, mental process, behavioral process, verbal process, relational process, 
and existential process. Material process involves an observable object (person, animal, thing) as a 
doer of action (Diana, Study, Obama, Maghfiroh, & Setiarini, 2015) and or the goal to which an action 
is directed to. There are two kinds of material processes which are creative (which have general 
intransitive, general transitive, and specific) and transformative (which have elaborating 
intransitive, elaborating transitive, extending, enhancing). There are 6 participants in the material 
process; actor, goal, recipient, client, scope, and attribute. Participants in the material process have 
two types, which are first is directly involved; actor and goal, and second here is obliquely (indirectly) 
involved; recipient, client, scope, and attribute. Next is the mental process, in which participants are 
behaver, manner, matter, time and place. The mental process involve the perception, emotion, 
cognition, and desire, which have participants like senser and phenomenon (Diana et al., 2015). Then 
is the verbal process, in which participants are sayer, receiver, verbiage, target, and matter. The 
relational process can be identified by the function (attributive and identifying) and the relation of 
the participants (attributive and identifying) and the relation of the participants (possessive, 
intensive, and circumstantial). Last process, the existential process, is the process of existence. It 
represents that something exists or happens which has the remarked with the introductory and a 
verb like be, seem appear and other linking verbs. 

 

Findings and Discussion 
 

Maya Angelou struggles to develop her dignified self and nonconformist outlook comes to block 
her after she was raped by her mother’s boyfriend Mr. Freeman. The mysterious murder of her rapist 
creates the guilt, shame in her physics as she thinks that is responsible for his murder. Angelou 
suffering from the guilt and self-loathing result in her physic. Angelou tries to rise the voice of Black 
Women in achieve to dignified identity in the white racist and sexist American looking back on her 
childhood experiences. When she was returning to her mother’s care briefly at the age of seven, then 
at that moment Angelou was raped. From the story we can know that Angelou get sexual abused since 
she was child, which can be seen in the description below: 

He said, ‘Just right here, Ritie, I ain’t gonna hurt you.’ I wasn’t afraid, a little apprehensive, 
maybe, but not afraid. … … Mr. Freeman pulled me to him, and put his hand between my legs 
(Angelou, 2015). 

 



 
 

 
  

 

According to Fairclough’s three-dimensional approach, the first dimension is text analysis 
(description). The use of verb “pulled” (past participle) in this data from “I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings” story to inform the reader about the character of Mr. Freeman. The transitivity is as material 
process. The material process is identified by action word “pulled” and it implies the process 
happening. The actor or participant that performs the action (Emilia, Moecharam, & Syifa, 2017) in 
the data above. The goal or the participant of the process. The second dimension is processing 
analysis (interpretation) which has the relation between the text production and consumption. The 
relation can be analyzed through interdiscursivity and intertextuality of the text. In the 
interdiscursivity genre, the genre of the sentence is information. The interdiscursivity tenor of the 
sentence is information to the reader about the reason why domestic violence occurs in Ritie or Maya 
Angelou. The interdiscursivity mode is written. The interdiscursivity dimension of the data above is 
to produce the knowledge area about domestic violence formed from the story point of view. In the 
intertextuality chain, this data in produced by the author, converted into text, and consumed by the 
reader. The third dimension is social analysis (explanation). From the data above, it is found that the 
construction “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings” story is influenced by social practice in the domestic 
violence aspect. The word “pulled” is used in the data to influence the society who ever get the 
domestic violence. It is able to influence the way people think about “pulled”. 

 
‘We was just playing before.’ He released me enough to snatch my bloomers, and then he 
dragged my closer to him. Turning the radio up loud, too loud, he said, ‘If you scream, I’m gonna 
kill you. And if you tell, I’m gonna kill Bailey.’ (Angelou, 2015) 

 
According to Fairclough’s three-dimensional approach, the first dimension is text analysis 

(description). The use of verb “dragged” in this data from “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings” story 
to inform the reader that Mr. Freeman is a rude from the way text told his action. From the data above, 
the use of “kill” applies in the sentences to inform the readers about the unspecific action occurred. 
The transitivity is a verbal process. The verbal process is identified by transferring verbal message 
(Haryadi & Suardi, 2018) from the word “If you scream.” The second dimension is processing analysis 
(interpretation) which has the relation between the text production and consumption. The relation 
can be analyzed through interdiscursivity and intertextuality of the text. In interdiscursivity genre, 
the genre of the sentence is information. The interdiscursivity tenor of the sentence is giving the 
information to the reader about the psychological abuse or sexual abuse in domestic violence started 
to emerge Ritie or Maya Angelou. The interdiscursivity mode is written. The interdiscursivity 
dimension of the data above is to produce the knowledge area about psychological abuse in domestic 
violence formed from the story point of view. In the intertextuality chain, this data is produced by the 
author, converted into text, distributed through the internet and then consumed by the readers. The 
third dimension is social analysis (explanation). From the data above, it is found that the construction 
of “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings” story is influenced by social practice in sexual abuse in the 
domestic violence aspect. The word “kill” used in the data to influence the social practice in 
psychological abuse occurred in domestic violence. 

 
 

Concluding Remarks 
 

The lack of knowledge about sexual violence that Maya faced when she was a child made her 
must face a very scary childhood for most children her age. Mr. Freeman or the boyfriend of Maya's 
mother who initially only considered Maya as a surrogate figure of her father since the divorce of her 
mother and father, made little Maya not understand what Mr. Freeman has done to her. As an 



 
 

 

 

outburst, Angelou depict the isolation she felt as a young girl enduring racism and surviving violent 
sexual trauma and traces the journey of her development into a strong and independent woman. The 
notion of three-dimensional approaches and transitivity can be used to demonstrate domestic violent 
as happened in the “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings”. The readers can reduce from the dimensional 
that the story contains information on the domestic violent that occurs in the story. The transitivity 
process outlined the abuse action in detail. In the story “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings”, the 
material process transitivity in the most common. According to the finding discussion above, the 
theory of three-dimensional approaches and transitivity is an excellent theory to employ in analyzing 
domestic violence in the story “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings”. 
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Abstract  

 
In this paper, we intend to share our anthropological experiment in reviving the interest of 

literature subject amongst students of English Department, Universitas Sebelas Maret. Our literature 
area has long been situated in a state of crisis since there is a significant decrease of students taking 
literature as their elective subjects. The students prefer to choose other elective disciplines, mainly 
translation and linguistics. This situation contradicts the fact that most students admit that they do like 
writing various genres of literary works in the earlier semester, but when they climb into higher 
semester their interest toward literature has gradually faded away. The two years teaching and 
learning during pandemic situation can be a game-changer situation to the crisis of literature in our 
department. Though most aspects of human life have been impacted negatively by the Covid pandemic, 
for us, this occurrence can be metaphorically understood as a mechanism of ‘cultural reset’ of higher 
education system in general and literature mainstreaming in our particular case. If we can manage the 
situation wisely, the pandemic can be effectively used to turn around the crisis of literature. During the 
pandemic-driven online learning, we have initiated the changing paradigm of English studies, by 
removing our old-school paradigm of English Studies from just only putting our focus on analysing 
literary works” to “writing English” through which we start to encourage students to produce their own 
literary works. To facilitate the transition, it is important that we have to build a strong cornerstone for 
the new paradigm, by building a social milieu so called “ecosystem of literature’. This paper will talk in 
detail about the effort of building such an initial project, which hopefully can spark the picturesque life 
of literature in our department. 
 
Keywords: Ecosystem of Literature, Covid Pandemic, Online learning, English Studies.  
 

 
 

Pendahuluan 
  

Artikel ini membahas isu yang sejatinya lokal namun bisa jadi ke-lokal-an tersebut pada 
beberapa titik malah berkelindan dengan fenomena global, sehingga yang kami lakukan diharapkan 
dapat memberikan sumbangsih upaya penjelasan kompleksitas isu krisis disiplin humaniora pada 
level yang lebih luas. Persoalan utama di tempat kami, Jurusan Sastra Inggris Universitas Sebelas 
Maret sangatlah spesifik: minat ‘sastra’ semakin tidak menarik bagi mahasiswa Sastra Inggris UNS 
dan kami berusaha mencari cara membangkitkan kembali ketertarikan mahasiswa terhadap “sastra’, 
sekaligus membangun atmosfer kesusastraan di departemen kami.  
 

Untuk memberikan gambaran ringkas tentang apa yang kami bahas, di institusi kami, ada 
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empat peminatan (mainstream) yang ditawarkan kepada mahasiswa untuk diambil saat mereka 
menginjak semester enam, dan peminatan itu erat terkait dengan tema-topik-disiplin tugas 
akhir/skripsi yang bakal dikerjakan. Fakta beberapa tahun terakhir, sastra terus dipecundangi oleh 
peminatan terhadap disiplin lainnya: Linguistik, Penerjemahan dan Kajian Amerika. 
 

Penelitian kami sebelumnya (Kusdianto, 2021) memberi kesimpulan bahwa menurunnya 
minat sastra di Jurusan kami, tidak sepenuhnya disebabkan oleh faktor ‘internal formal akademik 
nir-politik’, tetapi persoalan merosotnya peminatan sastra itu justru merepresentasikan persoalan 
yang lebih kompleks. Pertama, sebagaimana kami temukan dalam penelitian sebelumnya, 
mainstreaming atau peminatan menjadi arena kontestasi antar agensi dalam mendemonstrasikan 
serta memamerkan kehendak ‘politik akademik’, merebut dan menguatkan dominasi atas satu 
disiplin ke disiplin lainnya. Kontestasi tersebut berlangsung secara tidak sadar dikondisikan terus 
menerus lewat kebijakan (policy) institusi, menjadi apparatus untuk melegitimasi dominasi mereka 
yang menang sekaligus menjustifikasi atas upaya pengerdilan mereka yang kalah dan terpinggirkan. 

 
Kedua, merosotnya peminatan sastra kami sinyalir juga berkaitan dengan fenomena dinamika 

budaya yang terjadi di lanskap sosio-kultural Jawa, Surakarta dalam konteks ini. Sebagaimana 
banyak penelitian menyatakan proses Islamisasi di Jawa berlangsung masif: memproduksi 
kesadaran kolektif akan laku dan gaya hidup Islami, menguatnya kesalehan dan religiusitas sebagian 
besar masyarakat. Perubahan yang jelas terlihat seperti cara berpakaian sebagaimana diungkap 
Susanne Brenner (1996), orientasi bersekolah anak sebagaimana diteliti Karen Bryner (2013), dan 
pemilihan nama dengan dominasi beraroma Arab sebagaimana didedah Kuipers (2017) 
memperlihatkan indikasi atas semakin menguatnya project Islamisasi di kalangan masyarakat Jawa. 
Hampir semua penelitian merujuk pada muara pemurnian tindakan beragama, sekaligus penguatan 
kesadaran untuk memisahkan antara “Islami dan “non-Islami’. Hasil penelitian yang kami lakukan 
sebelumnya juga memotret anomali yang ‘unik’ karena Sastra hanya tidak laku di Jurusan Inggris, 
sementara di jurusan lainnya Sastra (Daerah, Indonesia, dan Arab) diminati secara konstan. Beban 
dan stigma ‘Barat’ (Western) itu yang kami hipotesakan sebagai penyebab utama enggannya 
mahasiswa yang semakin Islamis dalam menggeluti peminatan kajian karya sastra Inggris.  

 
Ketiga, disiplin Sastra Inggris di level global juga mengalami krisis akut, sebagaimana juga 

dialami disiplin sosial-humaniora lainnya. Tersangka utamanya sebagaimana sudah diungkap 
banyak peneliti dan ahli adalah neoliberalisasi di dunia pendidikan yang membawa memberi ekses 
pada penganakemasan ilmu-ilmu STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics) yang 
menjadi primadona masyarakat kapitalis serta pengkerdilan disiplin yang ‘tidak laku’ di tengah arus 
deras komersialisasi pendidikan. Dalam logika ini, sastra dan disiplin humaniora adalah dagangan 
yang tak bisa dijual, selain pula stigma ‘nakal’ disiplin humaniora yang acap merecoki proses 
internalisasi neoliberalisme. 

 
Bertumpu pada tiga poin diatas, penelitian yang melatarbelakangi artikel ini dilecut keinginan 

yang ambisius: (1) memberi usaha perimbangan atas ketidakseimbangan dalam arena kontestasi 
peminatan disiplin di Jurusan Sastra Inggris, (2) membuka ruang budaya alternatif yang 
mempertemukan sekaligus mendialogkan “West/Barat/Inggris’ dalam konteks atau perspektif 
mahasiswa/masyarakat Jawa yang semakin berubah, (3) menginstitusionalisasikan resistensi 
terhadap proses neoliberalisasi di arena pendidikan yang kian mencengkeram.  

 
Ketiga ambisi tersebut lantas dikonkretkan dalam initial project membangun ekosistem 

kesusastraan di Jurusan Sastra Inggris Universitas Sebelas Maret. Proyek ini dimungkinkan karena 



 
 

 

 

‘kontribusi’ pandemi yang terjadi selama hampir dua tahun yang memaksa semua lini kehidupan 
manusia berubah dalam sekejap: ada yang mesti berhenti, atau beradaptasi dengan konteks yang 
baru, atau mencari moda dan kanal baru karena saluran lama tidak memungkinkan untuk terus 
berlangsung, apalagi dalam setting ‘isolasi sosial’ dan situasi ‘minim interaksi’. Berkaitan dengan 
penelitian kami, pandemi adalah ‘blessing in disguise’, karena bisa dijadikan mekanisme reset budaya 
sekaligus memberikan ruang self-reflexivity yang lapang bagi kami. Dalam konteks itu pula artikel 
ini dimaksudkan sebagai (1) ‘laporan instan’ atas upaya kami membangkitkan ‘gairah’ dan ‘girah’ 
sastra di Jurusan Sastra Inggris UNS, (2) diari atas refleksi dan evaluasi diri pada orientasi dan visi 
‘sastra’ di insitusi kami, sekaligus (3) menjadi ‘analisis generik’ atas kemungkinan kompleksitas 
sosio-kultural yang melatarbelakangi penelitian yang kami kerjakan.  

 

Metodologi 
 

Penelitian berbasis antropologi terapan ini berusaha melakukan ‘rekayasa sosial’ terhadap satu 
kelompok masyarakat (dalam hal ini mahasiswa Sastra Inggris UNS) untuk mencapai tujuan sosio-
kultural yang diharapkan (baca: menginisisasi ekosistem kesusastraan di Jurusan Sastra Inggris 
UNS). Desain rekayasa sosial diwujudkan lewat dua cara: pertama, tim peneliti menyelenggarakan 
aktivitas training intensif penulisan kreatif terhadap mahasiswa semester awal Jurusan Sastra 
Inggris Universitas Sebelas Maret dalam rentang waktu tertentu. Training intensif penulisan karya 
sastra diselenggarakan di luar perkuliahan dengan cara rekrutmen dan seleksi partisipan. Kedua, 
rekayasa sosial juga dilakukan secara integral di beberapa kelas/mata kuliah yang diampu oleh tim 
peneliti. Lewat cara yang kedua ini, tim peneliti menyisipkan beberapa materi ‘kreatif sastra’ yang 
merupakan anti-tesis dari pengajaran teks bahasa ‘dogmatik’ yang tidak hanya dominan di Jurusan 
kami, melainkan juga mengakar kuat di pelajaran berbahasa, utamanya pelajaran reading writing di 
hampir semua level pendidikan kita. Kombinasi antara kedua strategi itu secara simultan diharapkan 
memberikan kebermanfaatan metodologis: lantaran menggunakan model observasi dengan 
karakteristik partisipan yang didesain berbeda, data yang diperoleh lebih heterogen sehingga 
triangulasi internal bisa didapatkan secara natural dan --lebih jauh-- validitas penelitian bisa lebih 
dipertanggungjawabkan.  

 
Hasil dan Pembahasan 
 

Dilema Sastra: Suka Karya, Emoh Analisa  
 

Satu fakta penting yang menarik perhatian kami: mayoritas mahasiswa di insitusi kami pada 
semester awal mengaku suka dengan karya sastra, tetapi ketika mereka menginjak semester yang 
lebih tinggi, kesukaan terhadap sastra menurun. Atau kalaupun mereka tetap suka membaca karya 
sastra, secara tegas mereka menyatakan tidak akan mengambil peminatan sastra. Ada anggapan 
bahwa hal tersebut lumrah, dan tidak perlu dipanjanglebarkan—sebagaimana teman-teman kami 
menyatakan. Tetapi setiap penanda budaya tentu ada makna yang terkandung didalamya, karenanya 
penting untuk dijelaskan guna mengetahui secara ‘gamblang’ tentang apa sebenarnya yang terjadi. 
Penjelasan yang telah ada sebelumnya dan beredar di kalangan internal kami anggap sebagai 
spekulasi, karena data dan analisa bersifat sporadis dan kadang subyektif. 

 
Fokus penelisikan lantas diarahkan pada diri kami sendiri --mainstream sastra— alih-alih 

melihat ekistensi dan perkembangan mainstream lainnya: linguistik, penerjemahan dan kajian 
amerika. Pertanyaan yang kami ajukan pada mahasiswa semester awal seperti “apakah kalian suka 
membaca karya sastra?” maka mayoritas menjawab ‘ya’. Sedangkan untuk pertanyaan lanjutan, 



 
 

 
  

 

apakah kalian akan memilih peminatan sastra di semester atas, ada kebingungan bagi mereka yang 
sebelumnya menjawab ‘ya’. Kebingungan mahasiswa itu adalah teka-teki bagi kami. Ketika kami 
menyusuli pertanyaan berbeda yang merepresentasikan orientasi intervensi sosial, jawaban yang 
kami dapatkan membuat kami yakin dengan strategi yang akan kami susun berikutnya: “jika kalian 
diperbolehkan menulis karya sastra sebagai pengganti skripsi, apakah kalian akan mengambil 
mainstream sastra?” Bahkan saat pertanyaan itu diajukan, kehebohan meledak di dalam ruangan. 
Mahasiswa berdengung, saling bertanya, ada kesan tidak percaya, tetapi mayoritas menyatakan 
terkejut dalam arti yang positif. Mayoritas mahasiswa yang menjawab ‘Ya’ untuk mereka yang suka 
membaca karya, ternyata juga menjawab ‘Ya’ saat pertanyaan ketiga diajukan.  
 

Pendulum ‘Ya’ yang berayun-ayun, memberi kami pelajaran berharga terkait --meminjam 
Michel Foucault—‘taktik’ dan ‘teknologi politik’ yang mesti kami bangun. Taktik/tekonologi politik 
tersebut semestinya berbasis pada realitas material yang kami hadapi. Mainstream sastra menjadi 
pilihan yang paling tidak laku di jurusan Sastra Inggris UNS itu adalah fakta tak terbantahkan, 
sementara tak pernah ada self-reflexivity dari para agensi yang terlibat didalamnya. Self-reflexivity 
semestinya menjadi perangkat yang efektif untuk mengevaluasi diri sekaligus mengoptimalkan 
kondisi. Ketika kita mendapatkan fakta bahwa mahasiswa menyukai kegiatan pembacaan dan 
penulisan karya sastra, tetapi enggan terlibat dalam aspek kajian kesusastraan, maka self-reflexivity 
difokuskan pada dua hal kunci: orientasi dan arah kajian/penelitian sastra di tempat kami dan 
bagaimana kami mengajarkan sastra pada para mahasiswa.  
 

Sejak jurusan Sastra Inggris didirikan sekitar tahun 1980-an, dan skripsi gelombang pertama 
pada peminatan sastra dituliskan oleh mahasiswa, dan hingga kini menjelang 4 dasawarsa saat hanya 
ada satu dua skripsi ‘sastra’ masih dihasilkan oleh beberapa angkatan terakhir, terjadi kejumudan 
yang nyata dan hal itu terbaca dari topik dan arah penelitian yang dilakukan. Penelitian seolah jalan 
di tempat, tidak ada pergerakan dinamika dan pergolakan dialektika. Hal tersebut ironis mengingat 
ruh sastra adalah inovasi dan dinamika. Ada kecenderungan sastra yang dinamis dan inovatif ketika 
masuk pada arena kajian penelitian jatuh dalam kubangan dan jebakan involusionisme.  
 

Kamus Besar Bahasa Indonesia (https://kbbi.kemdikbud.go.id/) memberi salah satu definisi 
kata involusi sebagai “kemunduran dalam perkembangan”atau bisa juga di definisikan sebagai 
“pertumbuhan ke bentuk yang lebih sederhana.” Memang arah dan orientasi kajian penelitian sastra 
di tempat kami tidak bergerak ke arah yang lebih kompleks, tetapi malah berubah menjadi ‘simpel’, 
sederhana (atau menyederhanakan?), dan bisa dikatakan gagal mengakselerasikan diri dengan 
kemajuan peminatan disiplin yang lain. Tak heran, stigma akhirnya terstempelkan betapa sastra itu 
‘klasik, kuno dan susah’. Stigma itu tersirkulasi dan mendapatkan pembenaran dari beberapa fakta, 
hingga akhirnya mencetakkan ‘common sense’ di kalangan mahasiswa tentang pilihan sastra sebagai 
‘entitas yang kadaluwarsa’ dan tidak ‘kekinian’  
 

Selain itu, proses pengakademik-kan sastra dalam bentuk kajian dan penelitian sastra dengan 
memakai standardisasi teks dan pembakuan format yang mengingkari prinsip-prinsip sastra itu 
sendiri yang membuat proses involusi kajian sastra di institusi kami semakin nyata. Sementara 
estetika sastra lekat dengan semangat ‘anti-kemapanan’ dan ‘instabilitas bentuk’, tak heran teks 
sastra bergerak dinamik dari waktu ke waktu. Perkembangan teks sastra seiring dan sejalan dengan 
manusia, serta menjadi penanda dinamika  peradaban dan kebudayaan manusia. Tetapi sebaliknya, 
penelitian dan kajian karya sastra kadang malah menjadi anti-tesis dari ruh dan jiwa sastra itu 
sendiri. Kajian dan penelitian sastra acap menjadikan teks sastra laiknya obyek ‘mati’ sebagaimana 
teks-teks non-sastra. Kajian dan penelitian sastra menjelma arena untuk membakukan kemapanan 

https://kbbi.kemdikbud.go.id/


 
 

 

 

dan menstabilkan bentuk teks. Diperparah dengan format penelitian sastra yang acap memperdayai 
teks sastra, memperkosa estetika sastra dalam penjara kaku metodologis. Langgam teks 
penelitian/kajian sastra perlu berkaca pada teks-teks lain semacam etnografi (penelitian 
antropologi). Formulasi teks etnografi dalam banyak hal, jauh lebih ‘estetis’ dan sastrawi’ dibanding 
teks-teks penelitian sastra.  
 

Materi kedua yang menjadi bahan self-reflexivity adalah bagaimana sastra itu diajarkan di 
tempat kami, dan seberapa besar hal tersebut berkontribusi mereduksi animo mahasiswa dalam 
meminati sastra. Materi pengajaran sastra memang mengalami perubahan secara periodik mengikuti 
tuntutan kurikulum. Namun demikian, perubahan yang terjadi hanyalah pergantian kulit belaka, 
tanpa pernah berpijak pada basis material yang lebih substantif, seperti situasi jaman yang berubah, 
interest mahasiswa yang juga dinamik sesuai dengan generasi mereka, dan yang paling pokok, 
perbandingan dengan penerapan English Studies di berbagai institusi lainnya. Hal lain yang tak kalah 
penting adalah upaya menemukan kekhasan dan karakteristik spesifik yang sekiranya menjadi ciri 
khas dari mainstream juga jarang menjadi perhatian. Jati diri atau identitas lekat dengan kekhasan 
dan karakteristik, yang membedakan satu entitas dengan entitas yang lain. Dan harus kami sadari, 
identitas dan karakteristik yang khas itu yang luput dari perhatian kami. Tak pernah ada upaya untuk 
menemukan kekhasan mainstream sastra di insitusti kami. Lantaran tidak ada kekhasan dan 
keunggulan yang ditawarkan, maka implikasinya adalah tak ada juga daya tarik yang mampu 
memikat mahasiswa untuk memilih Sastra sebagai pilihan saat mainstreaming.  
 
Pandemi dan Peluang: Mereset kejumudan, mengintrodusir pembaharuan 
 

Pandemi global Covid-19 adalah bencana bagi umat manusia, itu tak bisa dipungkiri. Namun 
sebagaimana sejarah selalu berkisah, bahwa satu momentum akan selalu berkaitan dengan 
momentum lainnya, dan peran manusia menjadi kunci dalam menyikapi satu momentum tertentu 
dalam kaitan memanajemen momentum lanjutan atau malah mampu mengarsiteki atau mendesain 
momentum berikutnya. Sebagaimana pandemi Maut Hitam (Black Death) yang terjadi pada abad 
pertengahan di Eropa, meski membunuh hampir separuh penduduk di sana pada saat itu, Black 
Death adalah pemicu dari berbagai peristiwa historis penting lain, yang turut memberi kontribusi 
positif bagi peradaban Eropa. Renaissance Eropa yang termasyhur itu mungkin tak akan terjadi pada 
tapak waktu yang kita kenal sekarang jika tak ada Black Death tersebut. Demikian pula, kebudayaan 
dan kesusastraan Inggris bisa saja menampilkan wajah yang berbeda dari yang kita kenal sekarang 
jika tak ada wabah yang terjadi pada tahun 1315-an itu.  
 

Peralihan moda pembelajaran dari offline ke online selama masa pandemi, bagaimanapun 
menjadi mekanisme rehat atau retreat atau malah bahkan dianggap sebagai reset budaya 
pendidikan. Hal itu dimungkinkan karena saat setting online dijalankan secara ‘terpaksa’ dan 
serentak, semua pihak berangkat dari titik awal yang kurang lebih sama. Berada pada posisi ‘nol’ dan 
berjalan tertatih, terhuyung bersama. Kami melihat hal itu sebagai momentum yang pada derajat 
tertentu justru menguntungkan bagi kami. Ibarat lomba balapan dimana kami sebelumnya berada 
dalam posisi yang terus dibelakang dan sangat sulit untuk mengejar mereka yang ada di depan, 
namun karena pandemi kita tiba-tiba dipaksa untuk menjalani lagi start dari titik paling mula, dengan 
medan dan rute yang berbeda. Pandemi ini, bagaimanapun, menawarkan peluang yang tak bakal 
datang untuk kedua kali.  
 

Sementara, krisis sastra di institusi kami sungguh nyata dan membutuhkan semacam solusi 
yang tepat untuk mengatasinya. Seperti Thomas Kuhn (1962) dalam buku monumental, The 



 
 

 
  

 

Structure of Scientific Revolution, berkisah betapa pergeseran paradigma (paradigm shift) itu sebuah 
keniscayaan bagi pengetahuan jika paradigma yang lama mengalami kebuntuan dalam menjawab 
persoalan atau tantangan baru. Kebuntuan karena kegagalan paradigma lama menjawab persoalan 
itu akhirnya menimbulkan krisis. Dan krisis itu menuntun sekaligus menuntut kita untuk mengganti 
paradigma lama kita. Demikian pula kami mulai meyakini betapa krisis sastra di tempat kami 
memaksa kami untuk memikirkan sekiranya paradigma yang kami anut masih sesuai atau 
dibutuhkan ‘Kuhnian paradigm shift’.  
 

Sastra di tempat kami ibarat mengalami sakit berkepanjangan yang terus menerus diterapi 
dengan ragam obat yang hampir sama dari waktu ke waktu. Dalam logika Kuhn, semestinya 
diagnosanya yang berubah: melihat kemungkinan bahwa sakit kami bukan persoalan internal-
akademik-nir politik semata Krisis sastra yang kami alami bukan hanya sesederhana simptom 
sosiologis yang bisa dilihat dari ucapan mahasiswa: ‘sastra itu sulit’, “karena saya ingin segera lulus 
maka saya tidak ambil sastra’ dsb dst. Maka kami harus mulai mempertimbangkan bahwa simptom 
itu hanya fenomena superfisial, dan semestinya tidak terlena sekaligus terjebak melihat 
superfisialitas tersebut. Kami harus memikirkan sesuatu yang jauh lebih substansial dibalik alasan-
alasan yang diungkap mahasiswa.  
 

Pandemi datang pada saat yang tepat, saat kami mulai meyakini satu kesimpulan: paradigma 
sastra di tempat kami harus berganti!  
 

Selama lebih dari 4 dekade kami memakai paradigma yang sama terus menerus: ‘consuming 
literature’, yakni semacam aktivitas yang menjadikan karya sastra sebagai objek untuk diteliti dan 
dikaji. Sebenarnya hal tersebut ‘normal’ adanya. Tetapi menjadi kebiasaan yang ‘membosankan’ 
apabila proses dan kegiatan itu berjalan tanpa ada perubahan. Disiplin English di berbagai negara di 
dunia maju juga mengalami persoalan seperti itu, dan itu pernah dtulis secara detail oleh Robert 
Scholes (1998) yang memberitakan betapa orientasi dan fokus sastra selalu berubah dari waktu ke 
waktu. Sebagai contoh English Studies pada periode 1800-an  malah lebih menekankan bagaimana 
bahasa dan estetika sastra di pakai untuk meperkuat retorika bahasa lisan formal. Sementara teori 
sastra dengan berbagai nafas epistemologis dan implikasi metodologis juga selalu dinamik dari 
waktu ke waktu.  
 

Yang menjadi persoalan di tempat kami, adalah, hampir 40 tahun paradigma yang kami pakai 
tak pernah dikritisi: mengkonsumsi karya sastra dari waktu ke waktu. 
 

Jaman bergerak, semangat generasi juga berubah. Banyak yang menyatakan bahwa kita berada 
pada situasi disrupsi yang memaksa lini kehidupan melakukan transformasi besar-besaran. Kita 
semua melihat betapa generasi Y ataupun Z adalah generasi kreatif, generasi inovatif. Mereka hidup 
dalam periode jaman yang menuntut kreativitas tanpa tapal batas dan inovasi yang terus menerus. 
Supaya bisa beradaptasi dengan pergerakan dan perubahan yang masif, yang percepatannya acap di 
luar prediksi dan perkiraan kita, maka individu-pun juga harus berakselerasi secara cepat. 
 

Lalu, kalau 4 dekade kami selalu bersetia pada paradigma consuming literature dan hasilnya 
krisis makin tak terkendali, maka sebagaimana Kuhn memberi inspirasi, kami harus memulai 
mengayunkan pendulum epistemologis ke arah yang lain: “producing literature” 
 

Dan momentum pandemi datang pada saat yang tepat bagi kami untuk menekan tombol 
‘cultural reset’ atas model dan orientasi sastra di tempat kami.  



 
 

 

 

 
Kami tetap akan mempelajari Geoffrey Chaucer, William Shakespeare,  Charles Dickens, dan 

lainnya. Tetapi pada saat yang bersamaan kami juga mulai menanamkan keyakinan bahwa inilah 
saatnya memulai langkah baru memotivasi mahasiswa kami untuk menapaki jalan Chaucer, 
Shakespeare dan Dickens: menulis karya sastra kami sendiri!  
 

Tentu saja, perlu upaya untuk menginisiasi proses pergeseran paradigma tersebut. Sungguh 
respon awal mahasiswa semester mula begitu mengejutkan. Mereka memproduksi sastra secara 
lepas, seperti tak ada beban, dibuktikan lewat kemerdekaan dan kreativitas teks-teks yang mereka 
tuliskan. Tidak seperti saat menulis teks-teks tugas mereka. 

 
Men In the Dark 

I WOKE UP alone.  
It’s a deep dense and dark infinity, yet I could still freely breathe—and no one else was found but 
me. I spaced out for a while, thinking of nothing because no idea had come to my mind of how and 
why I came to such a place. “I need to figure out what happened to me.” 
I thought I was all alone until I felt something falling behind my back. It was fast as such flash; 
though there were no lights here as I could not even see where my arms were. I tried to approach 
it, but then it faded away. I continued my wander to fondle this grim surround me. Step by step 
was done, and I was still clueless of where and what this place was. I kept walking. A breeze of a 
moving thing touched my skin and arose a goosebump along my neck. “I pray to anyone who 
listen. Please untie me of this tangling reality.” 
“Do not come! Please! Do not! No!” 
Voices. I heard voices. 
“Stay there! I’ll come!” 
I could somehow know that ‘the voices’ were from the people who were clueless either as I was. 
They must freak out of those breezing and falling things surround them. I need to reach their place 
so we could untangle our confusion together. My heart was beating harder. There was relieve 
along my throat as I knew that I truly was not alone. “I know we are all meant to be!” 
I ran and I ran. I ran and I stumbled. I was unsettled of what’s going to happen next. Three feet 
before me was a standing and moving mysterious being. It was breathing—it started to peek at 
me. My soul was a second leaving my body as I saw it’s moving. It was oddly darker than the 
darkness around. It was just five seconds after until I felt it tried to reach me. I gasped and 
attempted to survive by dodging its grab. I thought I’d be chased; but then it was walking away 
from me so that I could escape from where I lied down on this darkness. “I suppose I am now free.” 
I didn’t want to go along the same path as ‘that thing’ went to—so I walked back to where I came. 
Again, something was moving; it’s walking toward me. I had already had an experience of 
escaping from this kind of problem. Before I felt it’s getting closer, I squeezed myself into darkness. 
I saw it’s walking with no fear. I counted its step, and in its tenth—I guess, I ran. “Oh, God! Save 
me!” 
I began to panic. I ran again, running to nowhere I knew. I ignored everything on my way; I 
weren’t care even though I got caught by accident. I leaped, I ran, and I stumbled—again. But 
now I fell a little bit longer. I could once more feel of the infinity.  
It was hole. A deep hole had swallowed me into its bottom.  
As I crashed its warm elastic yet hard textured surface, someone touched my shoulder. He sighed. 
“You are the new ‘us’, then.” 
It took me only ten seconds until I realized that there were so many people inside this hole, 
standing surrounding me. Wait—this surface … what if they’re not only standing? What if what I 



 
 

 
  

 

stepped on was …. 
I gasped as I instantly stood up. “What happened!?!” 
“Why didn’t you listen to us—” 
I guessed I know what would come next. 
“—do not come!” 
It’s all now clear. Those moving thing, those walking thing …. 
I was then desperately shouting with hundred—or maybe thousands of other ‘me’ from that hole. 
“Do not come! Please! Do not—” 
It was all me. Everybody was me.  
Three seconds later, another myself was tumbling from up there. 
“No!” (Teks fiksi pendek mahasiswa, tanpa diedit, utuh tanpa dipotong) 
 

Pendek kata, untuk mewujudkan paradigma baru yang kami yakini mampu mengatasi ‘penyakit’ 
yang lama kami derita, akan ada dua opsi pilihan yang ditawarkan dalam tugas akhir yang dijalankan 
mahasiswa yang memilih mainstream sastra. Pertama, tugas akhir dengan fokus pada komponen 
kreatif. Mahasiswa mengerjakan proyek akhir dalam bentuk penulisan prosa, puisi, naskah 
drama/film atau model tulisan kreatif faktual semacam penulisan biografi tokoh sastra, penulisan 
tempat bersejarah dalam kesusastraan Inggris, dan lain sebagainya. Sementara untuk pilihan kedua, 
tugas akhir dengan fokus pada komponen akademik/analitis diperlebar dengan tidak hanya melulu 
berkutat mengkaji karya sastra, tetapi juga membuka kemungkinan untuk meneliti sejarah sastra, 
menganalisis gaya penulisan sastrawan, dan hal-hal lain yang terkait dengan berbagai unsur kunci 
dalam produksi dan distribusi sastra.  
 

Penjajagan dan pengenalan paradigma baru kami di kalangan mahasiswa umumnya disambut 
dengan riuh, bahkan sebagian mahasiswa setengah tak percaya jika kemungkinan memasukkan 
komponen kreatif dalam tugas akhir itu diperbolehkan. Keriuhan yang berbarengan dengan 
ketidakpercayaan itu menandakan sesuatu yang positif, lantaran bisa jadi itu pula sebenarnya yang 
diharapkan mahasiswa sejak lama. 
 
Ekosistem Sastra: Menyibak peluang dan kemungkinan 
 

Ekosistem menjadi salah satu kata yang mungkin paling diucap sekarang ini, dari elit pejabat, 
pengusaha, akademia, pengamat dan cendikiawan, hingga rakyat jelata. Kata ekosistem diserap dari 
kosakata Bahasa Inggris, ecosystem, yang sejatinya berasal dari disiplin biologi, dan diperkenalkan 
pertama kali ekolog Sir Arthur George Tansley pada tahun 1935 dalam artikelnya yang berjudul “The 
Use and Abuse of Vegetational Concepts and Terms”. Secara etimologis, ecosystem dikonstruksi dari 
dua unsur kata: eco yang berarti kurang lebih lingkungan, dan system yang bermakna sebagai 
susunan atau organisasi. Sehingga secara harfiah, ekosistem bisa diartikan susunan/organisasi 
lingkungan. Sementara itu, Kamus Besar Bahasa Indonesia mendefinisikan ekosistem sebagai: 
“system kehidupan dalam suatu lingkungan tertentu, terdiri atas komunitas dan factor abiotik”. 
Definisi yang lebih panjang lebar didapatkan dari Angus Woodbury (1954) yang menyatakan bahwa 
ekosistem adalah tatanan kesatuan secara kompleks didalamnya terdapat habitat, tumbuhan dan 
binatang yang dipertimbangkan sebagai unit kesatuan yang utuh, sehingga semuanya menjadi bagian 
dari mata rantai siklus dan energi. Definisi yang dinyatakan Woodbury tersebut, jelas masih 
‘membelenggu’ ekosistem sebagai istilah eksklusif ilmu biologi. 
 

Marylin Strathern, antropolog kondang Oxford University, suatu kali mencontohkan 
bagaimana sebuah kata/istilah bisa bermigrasi dan maknanya mengalami inflasi 



 
 

 

 

(penggelembungan) atau pula deflasi (penggembosan). Strathern (2000) menunjukkan bagaimana 
istilah ‘audit’ yang tadinya milik eksklusif domain disiplin akuntansi bisa menyeberang dan 
menyebar ke berbagai disiplin akademik dan kemudian digunakan secara populer di wilayah 
kehidupan. Kata ‘audit’ tersebut mengalami pergeseran makna, entah itu deflasi atau inflasi. Apa yang 
pernah di contohkan Marylin Strathern tersebut tampaknya juga tengah terjadi pada kosakata 
‘ekosistem’. 
 

Kami mungkin juga latah dalam arus besar penggunaan kata ekosistem. Sebagaimana mereka 
yang mengggandengkan ekosistem dengan digital, muncullah ekosistem digital, atau ekosistem di 
deretkan dengan ekonomi lokal, menjelma ekosistem ekonomi lokal, dan berragam ‘lingkungan’ lain. 
Secara sadar kami mencangkokkan ekosistem ke kata yang sesuai dengan concern disiplin kami: 
“kesusastraan”, sehingga terbentuk konfigurasi frasa ‘ekosistem kesusastraan’. Ekosistem 
kesusastraan dimaksudkan untuk memberi fondasi yang kuat bagi terwujudnya paradigma baru 
yang kami tawarkan: producing literature. Cita-cita dari konsep ‘producing literature’ bisa dikatakan 
mustahil dicapai jika tidak ada semacam pra-kondisi yang tepat untuk menyemai bibit-bibit 
sastrawan. 
 

Kami percaya generasi mahasiswa sekarang mempunyai potensi yang luar biasa, mengingat 
mereka hidup di jaman yang menyediakan akses informasi yang berlimpah, keterlibatan dalam 
konfigurasi inter-cultural dalam skala tak terbatas, serta semangat kosmopolitanisme global yang 
mewabah, membentuk generasi mahasiswa sekarang sebagai digital native, multilingual, dan pada 
titik tertentu the real global citizen. Potensi tersebut butuh pemantik dan bukannya malah 
‘dibenamkan’ dalam penjara dogma-dogma kaku pendidikan, atau dalam konteks kami, pengajaran 
kesusastraan yang ‘statis’. Potensi mahasiswa butuh lingkungan yang kondusif supaya modal awal 
tidak tersia-siakan. Potensi tersebut butuh sistem yang mampu mendorong mereka pada 
kemampuan maksimum yang bisa dicapai 
 

Ekosistem kesusastraan bukan hanya mengarah pada mahasiswa, tetapi juga menyasar pada 
pengajar. Kami yang terbiasa terkekang dalam paradigma lama, mesti berbenah, mempersiapkan 
diri, tidak lagi berkutat dengan teori analisis dan tulisan akademik, tetapi mulai membuka diri 
terhadap berbagai hal yang terkait dengan tulisan dan penulisan kreatif. Kami yang biasanya hanya 
bisa berteori harus mulai belajar mempraktekkan diri. Kami yang hanya melulu berkutat pada teori 
sastra, harus mulai membuka diri pada penulisan sastra. Kami yang biasanya memprioritaskan pada 
tulisan akademik, mulai harus memikirkan soal tulisan yang lebih kreatif.  
 

Ekosistem kesusastraan yang kami idealisasikan adalah arena dialektika antara mahasiswa 
dan dosen, dimana transfer ilmu dan kemampuan tidak berjalan satu arah, melainkan dua arah 
sekaligus. Tidak satu pihak mendikte atau mendogma pihak lainnya. Kami saling mempelajari hal 
yang sama tentang “sastra’ dan mendialogkan ‘sastra’ dalam kerja-kerja kreatif: menuliskan sastra 
dalam berbagai bentuk dan inovasi.  
 

Pada jangka panjang, usaha tersebut akan memberi keuntungan bagi kami sekaligus insitusi, 
karena selain melatih kami untuk lebih aktif dalam dunia tulisan kreatif, juga akan mendekatkan diri 
dengan kelompok ‘kreatif’ yang berada di luar tembok kampus. Sebagaimana kita ketahui bersama, 
rivalitas antara kelompok sastra akademik dan sastra di luar kampus terus terpelihara dengan 
masing-masing pihak saling mengkritik satu sama lain. Sastra di luar kampus selalu menyatakan 
bahwa kelompok sastra akademik hanya bisa menganalisis tanpa pernah ‘tahu’ apa yang dianalisis, 
sementara kelompok akadmik kampus selalu memandang remeh pegiat sastra di luar kampus. 



 
 

 
  

 

Dengan memberi ruang pada kreativitas, maka kelompok sastra di dalam tembok kampus akan 
‘dipaksa’ berhadapan dalam ‘medan kompetisi’ yang sama dengan kolega mereka di luar kampus, 
dan masing-masing pihak akan saling ‘berdialog pada frekwensi yang sama’ sehingga creativity gap 
dan egosentrisme kelompok yang terjadi selama ini, bisa dijembatani.  
 
Bahasa dan Sastra: Dogma dan Kreativitas 

 
Dua hal penting lain yang kami temukan selama observasi dan bisa menjadi bahan diskusi yang 

lebih panjang adalah, pertama, betapa mahasiswa pada semester awal begitu antusias menulis 
tentang segala sesuatu yang akrab dengan dirinya. Ketika mahasiswa diinstruksikan untuk menulis 
secara bebas, mereka akan memilih topik yang dekat sekali dengan mereka: semacam pengungkapan 
pengalaman dan perasaan subyektif individu. Hal itu lumrah, karena menulis ‘diri’ akan lebih leluasa, 
lantaran ekplorasi ‘realitas empirik’ atau ‘obyek material’ yang begitu dekat tidak membutuhkan 
waktu panjang dibanding menuliskan ‘observasi’ hal yang sama sekali baru dan asing yang 
membutuhkan adaptasi dan aklamatisasi. 

 
Contoh teks tulisan mahasiswa tanpa intervensi sebagai berikut: 

 
I’m [...]. I’m an English Literature student. This is something that i never thought before. I used to 
be a lazy person, never read a book and always sleep all the time. I’m not really sure who’s my role 
model. But I do have so many favourite movies and songs. I really like something about art 
especially music. (sesuai aslinya, tanpa diedit) 

 
Kedua, mahasiswa kebanyakan mengekspresikan gaya menulis mereka secara ‘kaku’ dan 

‘lugu’, dalam teori menulis hal tersebut sering disebut sebagai ‘telling’ dibanding ‘showing’. ‘Telling’ 
mengacu pada ekspresi kebahasaan yang cenderung klise, ‘generik’, gampang di terka oleh pembaca, 
akibatnya gagal menyedot atensi pembaca; sementara ‘showing’ berorientasi pada detail spesifik, 
keunikan partikular dan ekspresi yang tidak ‘klise’ sehingga membuat pembaca bisa menemukan 
sesuatu yang menarik pada sebuah teks. Berikut tulisan tanpa intervensi yang cenderung ‘telling’ 
dibanding ‘showing’ 

 
My Life 
Hello! My name is [...]. I was born in Kebumen. My hobby is reading books, listening to musics and 
cleaning up my room. I’m a quiet berson and a bit lazy. My favourite foods are rendang, nasi 
goreng and ommelette. (sesuai aslinya, tanpa diedit) 

 
Dua contoh diatas memberikan kami pelajaran penting, semacam relasi unik yang cenderung 

oposisional: mahasiswa senang menulis hal yang dekat  dengan diri mereka, namun ekspresi diri dan 
pengalaman diri yang semestinya bisa ‘partikular, unik dan menarik’ dihambat oleh aspek-aspek 
klise dan generik yang membuat tulisan menjadi monoton dan homogen.  

 
Dan hal tersebut memberikan pelajaran berharga bagi kami dalam menyusun taktik, strategi 

dan intervensi yang kami terapkan selanjutnya., terutama terkait bagaimana menjembatani dua fakta 
oposisional tersebut. 
 

Salah satu strategi intervensi adalah memberikan modelling dua paragraph teks sastra dari 
dua novelis besar, satu dari novel Hard Times karya Charles Dickens dan satunya Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez dalam One Hundred Years of Solitude: 



 
 

 

 

 
He was a rich man: banker, merchant, manufacturer, and what not. A big, loud man, with a stare, 
and a metallic laugh. A man made out of coarse material, which seemed to have been stretched 
to make so much of him ... always proclaiming, through that brassy speaking-trumpet of a voice 
of his, his old ignorance and his old poverty. Charles Dickens, Hard Times (2005) 
Macondo was a village of twenty adobe houses, built on the bank of a river of clear water that ran 
along a bed of polished stones, which were white and enormous, like prehistoric eggs. The world 
was so recent that many things lacked names, and in order to indicate them it was necessary to 
point. Garcia Marquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude (1970) 

 
Setelah mahasiswa mengamati dan mendiskusikan dua contoh deskripsi karakter dan tempat 

masing-masing oleh Dickens dan Marquez, muncullah ekspresi tulisan yang berbeda, lebih ‘luwes’, 
detail dan lebih mengena pada pembaca sebagaimana dapat dilihat dalam nukil tulisan dua 
mahasiswa di bawah ini: 

 
In a darkened thought, beyond the sanity, that was my 17th . Have you ever gone and missed the 
one and only chance? When your a pair of hands became craven, and you didn’t have a nerve to 
think clearly? [...] I felt like I was an egg on the edge of the thin wide surface, and I asked to myself. 
What if I’d chosen to fall? Would I have found a bliss? The neuron in my mind turned into bunch 
of snakes [...] An idea suddenly fell like a meteor, his trace showed me how to deal with this 
darkened world. Ah yes, “Valhalla I am coming!!!” I still had another chance!  (sesuai teks aslinya, 
tanpa diedit grammar, hanya dipotong pada beberapa bagian untuk memperpendek teks 
contoh.) 
The large, old, blue, and white I. Suharno building looks good and has a solid structure. Even 
though it's currently under renovation, the building inside is still decent, as usual. But what about 
the surrounding environment? Look like there's been an earthquake hit. The most annoying thing 
is the street conditions full of building materials such as ugly old roof tiles, tall yellow scaffolding, 
broken ceilings, the remains of crushed stone, and many more. That disturbs the comfort and 
safety of people who pass through it. [...]  If I am permitted to count, maybe there have been five 
or seven times I stumbled in the building area. In addition, if workers cut things such as wood, 
ceilings, or other materials while on the scaffolding, the remaining pieces can fall to the ground 
and make the street even dirtier. (sesuai teks asli mahasiswa, tanpa diedit grammar. Dipotong 
pada beberapa bagian untuk memperpendek teks) 

 
Dari dua contoh teks di atas, eksplorasi dan kreativitas teks lebih terlihat. Estetika dan karakter 

teks menguat sementara monotonitas mulai bisa dihindari, juga eksperimen dengan berbagai 
kosakata dan konstruksi kalimat secara ‘tak sadar’ dijalankan. 

Selama rentang rekayasa sosial yang baru beberapa saat tersebut, kami menemukan pelajaran 
penting terkait intervensi estetika. Bahwa intervensi estetika diperlukan untuk memotivasi 
mahasiswa yang kebanyakan menyukai menulis ‘diri’ dan ‘lingkungan diri’. Menulis diri, pengalaman 
dan lingkungan sejatinya merupakan modal awal yang potensial untuk dikembangkan. Namun 
tendensi menulis yang ‘kaku’, monoton, homogen itu yang mesti dikikis. Usaha intervensi 
dimaksudkan untuk memangkas ‘jeda estetika’, suatu kondisi yang  dihasilkan karena mahasiswa 
(kita?) acap dijejali dengan teks/bahasa yang dogmatik hingga mengeram di pikiran mahasiswa, 
bahkan sejak pertama mereka dikenalkan dengan bacaan dan teks.  
 

Intervensi estetika dimaksudkan bukan mendoktrin mahasiswa untuk menulis dengan gaya 
estetika tersediri, melainkan mendorong mereka untuk menemukan ‘kredo’ estetika merea sendiri, 



 
 

 
  

 

yang pasti berbeda-beda antar setiap karakter. Proses penemuan jati diri, sekaligus kedaulatan 
estetika masing-masing individu itu pula yang akhirnya diharapkan akan terus menggelinding dalam 
skala kolektif. Sehingga dengan sendirinya kreativitas dalam kolektivisme itu akan menciptakan 
karakteristik dan kekhasan institusi, yang merupakan salah satu tujuan utama kami.  
 

Kami baru pada fase awal untuk melakukan proses intervensi estetika! Kami baru pada fase 
awal inisiasi project yang kami citakan sebagai membangun ekosistem kesusastraan. Dan kami akan 
mengawal proses transisi paradigma baru yang kami yakini sebagai solusi atas persoalan krisis 
sastra di tempat kami.  

 

Kesimpulan 
 

Proyek membangun ekosistem kesusastraan di jurusan kami baru berlangsung beberapa 
bulan, dan apakah tujuan utama kami menghidupkan dinamika kesusastraan sekaligus mewujudkan 
paradigma baru ‘producing our own literature’ bakal tercapai atau tidak, belum ada garansi 
keberhasilan. Yang jelas ada beberapa catatan yang bisa kami ungkapkan untuk menutup ‘diari’ 
refleksi kami ini. Pertama, inisiasi awal yang kami internalisasikan setidaknya mulai memperlihatkan 
respons dari mahasiswa sekaligus institusi. Respons positif datang dari mahasiswa dengan mereka 
mulai bergiat menulis ‘kreatif’ dan kegiatan tersebut perlu terus diakomodasi serta difasilitasi 
dengan saluran yang memadai. Ekosistem kesusastraan yang tengah kami bangun juga memikirkan 
perihal kemungkinan kanal media baru yang bisa dieksplorasi untuk mengenalkan produk ‘sastra 
dan budaya’ yang bakal diproduksi. Diharapkan dalam jangka panjang, kanal media tersebut bisa 
menjadi semacam salah satu pusat referensi kesusastraan dan kebudayaan. Sementara itu, respons 
positif juga datang dari institusi kami: introduksi paradigma baru kesusastraan yang kami ajukan 
diterima untuk menjadi ‘policy’ jurusan. Terlenih pula, semangat kreativitas dan inovasi dalam 
paradigma baru kami mendapatkan ‘pembenaran institusional’ dalam program ‘merdeka belajar’ 
yang digaungkan pemerintah. Kedua, kegagalan atau keberhasilan inisiasi pengembangan ekosistem 
kesusastraan mutlak tergantung pada ‘cultural willingness’ dari setiap individu yang terlibat, 
terutama terkait pada komitmen untuk terus menggaungkan proyek ini. Tantangan yang paling jelas 
yang berpotensi memberi hambatan adalah ‘pragmatisme politik’ yang saat ini memang mengakar 
dan mengendap dalam konfigurasi sistem sosial-budaya kita. Pragmatisme itu acap menjebak kita 
untuk sesegera mungkin mendapatkan hasil instan tanpa sabar mengakomodasi dinamika proses 
yang panjang, dan acap melelahkan. Ketiga, pandemi tak sepenuhnya menjadi ‘penghambat’ 
pergerakan kebudayaan. Pandemi justru bisa menjadi peluang, dan dalam kasus krisis kesusastraan 
di jurusan kami, pandemi adalah mekanisme reset budaya. Kami bisa melakukan self-reflexivity dan 
sekaligus menggagas paradigm shift atas visi dan orientasi kesusastraan kami.  Sebagaimana 
pandemi global di masa lalu, manusia, peradaban dan kebudayaan selalu bisa bernegosiasi dengan 
‘disrupsi’ yang disebabkan wabah tersebut: mundur selangkah untuk kemudian melompat dua atau 
tiga langkah. Hal itu pula yang kami harapkan bisa terwujud dalam proses transformasi kesusastraan 
di institusi kami.  
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Abstract  

 
This paper discusses how Marvel constructs the “multiverse” as a means of establishing an ever 
expanding diegesis, storytelling strategy, and gaining economic benefits. In doing so, the issues are 
approached via contemporary film adaptation criticism. While leaving aside fidelity criticism, the 
approach focuses on in studying intertextuality and modifications as adaptive effects (e.g., authorial 
perspective and economic gains) yielded by transposing or re-writing works of Marvel Comics into their 
film adaptation (i.e. MCU, Sony-Marvel Adaptation, Marvel Entertainment films). We propose that, via 
Multiverse narration Marvel rationalizes as well as establishes intertextual relation between pre-
existing Marvel Comics film adaptations with the recent MCU films. This seems to revitalize the economy 
of earlier Marvel Comics film adaptations by reintroducing them as versions of MCU. These versions 
engender the differences or the modifications as justifiable, hence strengthening the position of 
authorial perspective of adaptors (i.e., filmmakers and entertainment companies). Finally, we reflect on 
the extent to which Marvel film adaptations are voicing diversity ideology in their narration, by taking 
into consideration the profits yielded by the films as commodities.  
 
Keywords: Multiverse, Marvel film adaptations, intertextuality, transfictionality and transmedial 
storytelling, film as commodity 
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

In this paper, we are interested in studying what has been dubbed Multiverse in Marvel 
Cinematic Universe (MCU) using the contemporary film adaptation framework. We question the 
ways in which MCU, which is a Marvel Studio film adaptation project, constructs the idea of 
Multiverse. The question implies an assumption that the idea has underlying functions that serve 
productive and creative activities practiced by Marvel Studio. Needlessly, the creative writing 
process in Marvel Comics brings about the idea of multiverse into Marvel storyworld or diegesis. 
Diegesis is essentially a part of the merchandise that Marvel Comics has put into market. The same 
applies to Marvel film adaptations, regardless what studios presented them (e.g., Sony, 20th Century 
Fox, New Line Cinema, Marvel Studio, etc). Therefore, it is plausible to assume that the idea that is 
brought by the process of film adaptation would have taken two respects into consideration, they are 
the economic productivity and the creative endeavor. In this case, they are of Marvel Studio which is 
currently a major film production company. 
 

We propose that a few problems are addressed by studying economic and creative endeavor 
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as contingent with the way Marvel film adaptations construct the idea of Multiverse. Firstly, critics to 
film adaptation have been typically aiming to evaluate source text fidelity. In this paper, we 
demonstrate the capacity of what we call the contemporary film adaptation framework in spelling 
out significant insights about the practice of film adaptation that is neglected by such criticism. 
Therefore, this study is expected to hopefully serve a better theoretical understanding about film 
adaptation. Secondly, this study offers a critical outlook where one can appreciate the underlying 
economic and creative potentials in film adaptation such as that has been practiced by a well-
established film production company, Marvel Studio. This implies that in general comparative 
evaluation between source text and adaptation text is practically leading to nowhere except one can 
look into the underpinning rationale that allows modification in certain film adaptations. 
 

The objective of our study is to discuss theoretical implications of MCU Multiverse using the 
approach of the contemporary film adaptation. Noted earlier, the implications tap into economic and 
creative considerations that are arguably more crucial in understanding as well as appreciating work 
of adaptation. We are also aiming to lay out a critical evaluation to MCU Multiverse that is proposed 
as a narrative strategy in re-writing the source text (i.e., comics) as to transpose it into the screen 
(i.e., film and series). Potentially, this paper may inform not only what and how is the criticism to 
scholarly readers, but also practical reference for those who are interested in attempting the project 
of film adaptations. 
 

Literature Review 
 

By contemporary film adaptation framework we mean an approach with specific few 
characteristics. Firstly, a framework that is knowing that a work of adaptation is intertextually 
related with its counterpart, namely the source text. Assuming superiority to the latter as well as a 
milestone of experience in evaluating the former is a major mislead, if not entirely fruitless. 
Therefore, the framework acknowledges work of adaptation is autonomous and different, if not new, 
from the source text. Secondly, the creative writing process of the source text and the adaptation text 
has different specificity. Supposing the former is a comic from Marvel, the text consists of juxtaposed 
pictorial and linguistic elements which are experienced in reading activity of readers. Whereas in the 
latter, the text is experienced by spectators whose comprehension is resulted from the activity of 
reading which involves perceiving and interpreting filmic elements (e.g., motion pictures, sounds, 
dialogues, etc). Thirdly, authority in film adaptation does not necessarily remain in the hand of the 
source text author. In the adaptation process, the role of source text author may be reduced to a 
certain degree, or even to nothing, as otherwise be fully involved. Changes and modifications, and 
even fidelity to source text, in certain adaptation texts are the outcomes of adaptation process that is 
likely to follow film-making business orientation or the take on perspective of adaptation text 
author(s). 
 

This proposed framework is not entirely novel as it has been urged by scholars of literary 
studies and criticism as well as film studies within the last two decades (Cartmell and Whelehan; 
Leitch). It has been developed further into discussing the implementation of technology and new 
media in the creative process of contemporary film adaptations (Constandinides), the emergence of 
new film genre (i.e., comic book adaptation) and subgenre (i.e., superhero movies) as well as their 
function that film adaptation entails since the early 2000s (Burke). Further theorization has also been 
postulated to serve better explanation and framework in studying film adaptation (Grossman, Lind, 
and Krebs). Common to these theoretical views is the prompt to retract from fidelity criticism 
(though partially in some theorists) and the attempt to redefine the position of film adaptation study 



 
 

 
  

 

as autonomous though related with literary criticism and film studies. 
 

Similar movement seems to have been attempted by Indonesian scholars from the humanities 
discipline, particularly cultural studies and literary studies. The movement has put forth the notion 
of ekranisasi or ecranization as the theoretical framework for film adaptation study (Damono). 
Damono aims to generally theorize transmedial alteration or transposition of arts from one medium 
to another which causes certain changes. Following Damono’s theorization are the scholarly works 
that apply ecranization in studying transposition of text into film (See, e.g., Fakhrurozi and Fakhrian, 
2021; Martin, 2017; Oktafiyani, Suseno, and Nuryatin, 2017; Praharwati and Romadhon, 2017, 
Armiati, 2018). However, the examples of ecranization theoretical application seems to fall short as 
they are commonly focusing on merely the reduction of the narrative as a by-product of adaptation. 
If ecranization only leads to comparative analysis to the source text and the adaptation text, thereby 
discussing the changes (e.g., expanding or reducing the narrative) in the latter, then in our view the 
theory is pretty much the same as fidelity criticism. At this point, we argue ecranization will not be 
able to bring insights as much as it only fiddles with differences in adaptation text against the source 
text.  
 

It is argued that comic book adaptation draws the audience because it has ritual functions that 
can be classified into nostalgia, escapism, and satisfying the desire to see enactment of the characters 
(Burke). This argument is supported with audience interviews and responses to questionnaires that 
are spread to comic book fandom who went into cinema to watch the comic book adaptations (e.g., 
X-Men, Spiderman). Nevertheless, MCU films are also comic book adaptations. Although we are not 
studying what function the films may serve the audience, we argue that Marvel Studio is aware that 
the potential market segment from producing adaptations comes primarily from its comic fans. We 
provide a discussion about the latter in the next section. But, the case in point here is that the 
approach of contemporary film adaptation can delve into the economic motive that otherwise cannot 
be achieved by fidelity criticism or ecranization. 
 

Film adaptation serves as a straightforward example for the notion of elastextity (Grossman). 
By that notion Grossman characterizes text as flexible that it is able to move further from itself, and 
be combined with other texts that are pre-existing as well as the ones produced in the future. With 
this characteristic, one can attempt to give an in-depth criticism on certain works of adaptation, thus 
setting aside the supposition from the knowledge about the source text, and wondering how the 
changes or modifications in adaptation text are justified with creative vision of the adaptor. In this 
paper, we adopt the view that text has flexibility such as that characterized by Grossman in studying 
MCU Multiverse. 
 

The contemporary film adaptation approach has been partially used as exemplified by a recent 
publication that critically discusses Enola Holmes film adaptation (Gooniyah, Army, and Muwaffaq, 
2021). The criticism suggests that the adaptation, which source text is an expansion of Conan Doyle 
classic Sherlock Holmes, is a postmodern pastiche. That is to say it is created by recycling and reusing 
the narrative materials from the source text. Further, they argue the creative process also involves 
the act of translation that allows the author of Enola Holmes, both in the novel and the film adaptation, 
to recode a different meaning that may have cultural representational implication. The process 
pertains to what they call invasive because it deconstructs the grand narrative of Sherlock Holmes, 
and reconstructs that in order to conceive Enola Holmes in the same diegesis or storyworld. As to the 
representational implication, they argue the adaptation of Enola Holmes allows the author to embody 
a feministic detective. However, their criticism does not get into the economic implication that 



 
 

 

 

contemporary film adaptation assumes as underlying the process of adaptation. In this paper, we 
attempt to use the approach at full-length in studying MCU Multiverse. Consequently, the economic 
and the creative visions will be addressed as part of the criticism. 

 

Methodology 
 

This paper offers a criticism towards the Marvel Studio film adaptation, as particularly directed 
to the idea of MCU Multiverse. In doing so, we drew qualitative data from literature (e.g., review 
articles, official articles, and journalism articles). The articles were published online on multiple 
websites as revealed in the bibliography. Semi-systematic literature search was carried out in order 
to find specific information about the business activities of Marvel Studio that are related with MCU 
film adaptations. We also reflected the narrative of MCU film adaptations, particularly in terms of 
their function in linking one film to the other so as to establish a sense of continuity throughout MCU 
phases. The analysis was carried out by connecting information from the collected literature. The 
source texts were also regarded as it informs us the intertextual relation that the process of 
adaptation establishes. We looked at the similarity and the difference between the source text and 
the adaptation to discuss the possible ideological representation in the films.   
 

Findings and Discussion  
 

1.  MCY Establishment 
 

In 2008, Marvel Studios blew the box office with the release of Iron Man (2008) movie while 
also becoming the mark of the launch of their soon to be the largest film franchise in the world. While 
across the river, DC, the everlasting competitor also came up with the release of their sequel of the 
Batman film adaptation The Dark Knight (2008), which was brilliantly delivered by Christopher 
Nolan to claim the third position in the IMDb Top 250 Movies. However, in spite of all this, it is also 
might be fair to say that the same year would may be the dawn of Marvel's dominance in the 
superhero film pantheon over DC and other ranks, despite the fact of their bankruptcy a decade 
before. When the comic book industry went to collapse in the ’90s, Ron Perellman the CEO of Marvel 
Comics at the time took a questionable management decision by raising the comic book prices, after 
the general decline in sales in the comic book industry forced Marvel to file for Chapter 11 bankruptcy 
("reorganization" bankruptcy) In 1996. It took a couple of years after for Marvel to come back on its 
feet and reorganize its strategy, with Avi Arad appointed as the new creative officer in order to 
motion the revelation of the Marvel film industry under the banner of Marvel Studios, Avi then 
courted bankers and sermonize the virtues of Marvel Comic characters, He ends up licensing several 
film rights of Marvel's most prized characters in an auction concluding Sony acquired Spider-Man, 
Paramount acquired the Hulk, and 21st Century Fox acquired the rights to Daredevil, the X-Men, and 
the Fantastic Four. While the acquiring companies made huge amounts of revenue from live-action 
movie adaptations based on their comics, Marvel claim that it was still a good strategy for promoting 
their sales in toys and merchandise. Then, New-Line Cinema distributed Blade in 1998 it grossed 
around $131.000.000 putting it up as the first Marvel's box office success, but ironically, Marvel only 
get $250.000 from the movie, or X-Men by 21st Century Fox in 2000 made around $296.000.000 
Marvel only get $26.000.000, and the highest grossing superhero film and the first film to reach 
$100.000.000 in a single weekend, the Sam Raimi's Spider-Man (2002) distributed by Sony was a 
massive hit who made highly around $821.000.000 revenue, yet once again Marvel only got 
$10.000.000 plus 5% cut from the box office. Until they decide to put their own hands in the movie-
making, took them to loan of $525.000.000 to a finance giant Merril Lynch and put the rights to ten 



 
 

 
  

 

of its biggest characters, including Ant-Man, Black Panther, Doctor Strange, Captain America, and the 
Avengers as the collateral. And begin to decide which one of their characters to kickstart the MCU 
under Kevin Feige's observation as the president of Marvel Studios and main producer of MCU, 
according to screenrant.com “Marvel brought together groups of children, showed them pictures of 
superheroes, and described their abilities and weapons. Then they asked the kids which ones they would 
most like to play with as a toy. The overwhelming answer, to the surprise of many at Marvel, was Iron 
Man.” the choice fell on Iron Man, yet they still got to wait in patience as the rights for Iron Man were 
in the hand of New Line Cinema who want to make a movie out of it, having Marvel almost lost its 
rights to New Line if only had New Line got the production moving just a few months quicker, the 
2008 Iron Man wouldn’t have happened. Yet Marvel saw its chance, to retrieve the rights from New 
Line Cinema and appoint Jon Favreu as the director. though, and the road to the Marvel Cinematic 
Universe was under construction.  
 

The birth of the Marvel Cinematic Universe through Iron Man (2008) was a game changer for 
Marvel Comics after the near-death experiences in 1996-1998, the savior took the attention of a giant 
conglomerate Walt Disney who bought the company a year later. Through MCU, Marvel creates a live-
action adaptation story world that uses a transmedial storytelling concept consisting of crossing over 
common plot elements, settings, cast, and various characters from Marvel Comics as its source texts, 
unlike their previous adaptation films which each of them own by different companies, MCU 
characters were fully owned by Marvel Comics, a perfect condition to utilize the transmedial 
storytelling for Marvel owned rights characters to cross over amongst MCU movie without 
concerning any rights violation. This strategy found a new excitement for the comic fans and later 
become a vogue between superhero genre films which was followed by DC Extended Universe that 
set launched in 2013 through Zack Snyder's Man of Steel, while in the local film industry, there is 
Bumilangit Cinematic Universe with Gundala (2019) movie as the initial jumpstart. Transmedial 
storytelling turned movies into some kind of serial television on a larger scale, delivering the 
audiences the urge to watch the next film production in order to get the full storyline even if the next 
film was released in a whole different text that at some point may seem it doesn't have any correlation 
to the previous movie and may baffle audiences who are uncommon to MCU. By having a parallel 
storyline Marvel Cinematic Universe also found a new way to tease their fans by putting credit 
scenes/post-credit scenes on their films to give a glimpse of the narrative story of their upcoming 
movie to the audiences, in 2017 Vanityfair said that Samuel L. Jackson’s brief appearance in Iron Man 
movie as Nick Fury, was initially meant as an Easter egg, “We put it at the end so it wouldn’t be 
distracting,” Feige said about the teasing post-credits scene that launched a decade-long trend. But 
after he saw how audiences—not just devoted comics fans—responded to Fury’s appearance, Feige 
knew the idea of cross-pollinating characters and movies had legs. The 15 seconds easter egg became 
a golden egg that turns out to be an effective promoting strategy that keeps audiences stay sit for 
another 5-10 minutes patiently just to watch a 15 seconds spill, this may give an indication that the 
MCU storyline succeeds to mesmerize their audiences with them choose to sit and savor the 30 
seconds by compensating their 10 minutes of black and white text rolling screen.  
  
  



 
 

 

 

2.  Constructing The Multiverse   
 

Before the multiverse concept was adapted in MCU's narrative, their transmedial storytelling 
formula in their first three steps so-
called "The Infinity Saga" phase one 
(2008-2012), phase two (2013-2015), 
and phase 3 (2016-2019) are already 
proven to create new excitement for the 
comic fans and audience in general, as 
they were presented a live-action hero 
characters like the brainiac-flamboyant 
Iron Man and the gamma-radiation 
monster Hulk in 2008, the nordic 
thunderbolt Thor and the strict code-
living Captain America in 2011, leading 
to Marvel's Avengers (2012) the first 
crossover superhero movie in 21st 
century, where all MCU's characters are 
set in the same space and time. 
Interestingly the tension between Iron 
Man and Captain America was already 
started in Marvel's Avengers (2012), 
which some of devoted fans may 
already foresee that a clash between 
them may lead to striking a civil war 
between two groups of superheroes 
based on the Millar and McNiven's Civil 
War (2006) comic as the source of their 
presumption, long before the release of 
the actual MCU's Civil War under the 
title of Captain America: Civil War 
(2016), that took 4 years and another 6 

movie release to build up the climax. Based on their own comic adaptation, Marvel Studio's MCU 
definitely won't just throw away the fidelity of their origins, the intertextuality between both MCU 
and Comic book stories was explicitly exposed usually through its grand narrative, say like, Civil War 
where in the text the UN government was upset by the collateral damage caused by The Avengers, 
coercing the independent collective of enhanced humanoid to bound under the new regulations 
which in comics called as the “Super Human Registration Act” while in MCU the modified onto “The 
Sokovia Accords” referring to the aftermath catastrophe from The Battle of Sokovia in the Avengers: 
Age of Ultron (2015). Regardless of what is it called, the regulations were splitting the group into two, 
Captain America who strenuously objected to the government started an insurgency against his 
former brother in arms Iron Man and those who pros against the registration bringing a Civil War 
inside the supergroup of earth's mightiest heroes. 
 

Another distinct similarity between Millar and McNiven's Civil War with the MCU’s Civil War 
was the MCU’s Iron Man vs Captain America fighting scene was pretty much resembling the cover 
book of Civil War (2006) #7 comic where Iron Man repulsor blasts the shield of Captain America, 
although of course there is a contrast between them, such as the nuances and set of the battle took 



 
 

 
  

 

place, the comic book cover depicted a greater war loss with high collateral damage with demolished 
buildings in the background and the fallen heroes' casualties in the horizon. layered with a thin red 
filtered image that may intensify the feeling of the heat of the battle. While the MCU felt darker with 
a blueish filter, the abandoned bunker in the tundra landscape where the battle took place might be 
the reason.  

After the Captain America: Civil War incident, the Avengers, MCU began to continue to build 

their "Infinity Saga" master plan of Thanos's inevitable strike by producing a stand-alone movie for 
characters like Ant-Man, Black Phanter, and Doctor Strange the master of mystic arts who later 
become the turntabling character to evade Thanos "snap" that perish 50% of the population 
throughout the universe that he thinks its the only way in order to have a perfect balance universe, 
the idea that gained him the title The Mad Titan. Yet, to think Thanos was absolutely deranged for his 
perfect balance idea would become considerable thought if compared to the comic version "The 
Infinity Gauntlet (1991)", in the comic, the backstory of Thanos's lunatic masterplan of wiping out 
50% of life through the 6 infinity stones are even ludicrously insane, for all of that he does only for 
presenting his undying love to Mistress Death, the living embodiment of death in the Marvel Universe. 
MCU modified the part and takes Thanos's insanity level to a more acceptable rational approach, 
however the information about Mistress Death in MCU is yet still uncovered, even after Thanos's 
death in the Avengers: Endgame (2019). 
 

We now begin to witness the inception of the "Multiverse Saga" (Phase Four, Phase Five, and 
Phase Six), although the ignition commencing was already started in the second movie of Phase Three 
Doctor Strange (2016).   

  
“Who are you in this vast Multiverse?” asked the Ancient One to Doctor Stephen Strange, a 

world-renowned neurosurgeon who came to visit her sanctum in desperate need of medication, only 
just to be desperate once more after his western super intellectual ego was refuted only by the power 
of faith and supernaturals. Shortly after a sip of a cup filled with Psilocybin and LSD (at least so he 
thought it was), The Ancient One pulled him out of his astral body and took him for a nightmarish 
spiritual ride to exhibit the arrogant neurosurgeon a concise presentation of the existence of several 
Multiversal dimensions inside the MCU, she then narrated a condensed description that lays the 



 
 

 

 

foundation of the MCU’s multiverse,  
  

“You think you know how the world works? You think that this material universe is all there is? 
What is real? What mysteries lie beyond the reach of your senses? At the root of existence, mind 
and matter meet. Thoughts shape reality. This universe is only one of an infinite number. Worlds 
without end. Some benevolent and life giving. Others filled with malice and hunger. Dark places 
where powers older than time lie ravenous... and waiting. Who are you in this vast multiverse, 
Mr. Strange?”   

 
The quote was primary indicates the presence of the dark dimension, a world without time, where 
the lord of darkness Dormammu has waited eternities to possess Earth which Strange must come to 
bargain with as the denouement of Doctor Strange (2016), it was also the first line with the term 
Multiverse was mentioned in MCU narrative long before being issued by He Who Remains in the Loki 
(2021) TV series which interestingly lives in the world without end, one that may the Ancient One 
refer to.  
 

With the MCU’s transmedial DNA, Doctor Strange (2016) became the cornerstone for the 
Multiverse construction with multiple easter eggs contain piece explanations of the Multiverse 
existence in MCU, then it pass gradually to further productions with motions to build the logical sense 
of multiple realities inside one storyworld, one even just consist of space with the absence of time, 
and another even more unique with the absence of both time and space, like the Quantum Realm, a 
place with no space and time first explained through Ant-Man films, saying that if we went into 
subatomic particles we would enter a state where the laws of gravity and time are cease to apply, 
which later became the fundamental theory for Avengers: Endgame back to the future plot that may 
broke the multiverse branch, that mentioned by Mordo's warning words in Doctor Strange (2016) 
“Temporal manipulations can create branches in time. Unstable dimensional openings. Spatial 
paradoxes! Time loops!” in short, it against the nature order that may emerged a catastrophical event, 
in coherent with   He Who Remains explanations in Loki (2021), who claimed for any given moment 
in time has the power to create a nexus (a branching of timeline caused by modified events in the 
Primary/Sacred Timeline) which he claimed if it was not under his great supervision, the alternate 
branches may grow out in rampant where the collides between two or more universe became 
unavoidable and start to annihilated the whole universe which later in the Doctor Strange in the 
Multiverse of Madness (2022) we know that this type of incident is so-called the incursion. Here is 
where He Who Remains comes up with the idea to create the Sacred Timeline under the supervision 
Time Variance Authority (TVA) after he won the Multiversal War against his own variances 
throughout the Multiverse, the idea was to destroy any branches that may be possible to create an 
incursion or the next Multiversal War, but what became an enigma was the He Who Remains willingly 
chose to be dead in the hand of Sylvie, one of the Loki variances who bound her life to take down the 
TVA. The death of He Who Remains unleashed chaos into the Sacred Timeline. Bridging away to the 
release of the first animated MCU TV series What If…? (2021), a various alternate timelines across 
the Multiverse following the consequence Sylvie does in Loki (2021). While in December SONY 
release all three of their Spider-Man characters for film adaptation under the title of Spider-Man: No 
Way Home (2021), The term Multiverse began to trend the websearch as seen through Google 
Trends, and it hit the peak on May, 2022 due to Doctor Strange in the Multiverse of Madness film 
released. Indicates another Marvel’s successive trend-setter, although in 2018 Spider-Man: Into the 
Spider-Verse was released consisting of an actual Multiverse as its main plot to reason the cross over 
various kinds of Spiderman into one set of narrative, while the movie is not set in the MCU franchise 
it may give a positive effect on audiences to embrace the Multiverse concept as the focal of the 
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transmedial storytelling. The multiversal jump Spider-Man from SONY universe to MCU succeed to 
bring their previous Spider-Man film productions to breath once more, as quoting from the-
numbers.com, the first highest grossing superhero films Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man (2002) gained the 
6th rank of Netflix Daily Charts on October 2, 2021, and stayed in top ten October 6, 2021. The digital 
footprints show an indication that audiences were trying to gain their knowledge of the previous 
movie in order to fully understands the plot of the upcoming film, and the Transmedial Storytelling 
phenomenon of “one world, many texts” may become a great hook to opiate the audience to watch 
every single released production even if they didn't like, say a character or an ideology inside the 
plot. 

 
MCU already told complex nature of how the multiverse works in their narrative, but we are 

not yet to be told how exactly it was created, with just a few descriptive moments of Celestials in 
MCU’s Eternals (2021) we may only get the information based on the the Marvel Comics itself of 
which very likely are the source texts for MCU’s Multiverse, however, by the reasons of limited time 
to conduct independent research, we quote through marvel.fandom.com to gather the data of 
Multiverse in the Marvel Comics, of which they said: In the beginning, there was only one universe 
(cosmos) called the First Firmament, the First Firmament then creates two types of entities called 
the Celestials, and the Aspirants of which later both of them started a war that shattered the First 
Firmament into countless universe hence forming the Second Cosmos and First Multiverse. As these 
new universes coalesced, a new, collective being was formed. Each iteration of the Multiverse has 
gone through a different instance of renewal, which constitutes the destruction and re-creation of 
everything there is starting from zero, with each renewal prompting the Multiverse to evolve further. 
The Third Cosmos was the first Multiverse born from this cycle and set the template for it through 
the battle between the cosmic entities Lifebringer One and Anti-All.  
 

At this point, the epic story of Avengers: Endgame looks like just another tiny, momentary 
speck within an indifferent universe. Even though after ten years of narrative constructions of The 
Infinity Saga (Phase One, Phase Two, Phase Three), The death of The Mad Titan in the Avengers: 
Endgame (2019) forged a world record hit as the highest opening-weekend gross worldwide with 
$357,115,007 in the first week it was released, and with just a couple of months later to became the 
highest grossing movie of all time, earning a total of $2,8 billion at the box office.  
 

After a long expedition of fortune, Marvel has found the tools to extract their abundant gold 
deposits, without question, the finale of MCU's Earth Mightiest Heroes won't arrive in the near future. 
According to marvel.fandom.com, there are more than 70,000 characters (including all mutants and 
other side-characters) in the Marvel Multiverse, hypothetically the numerous number presents a 
huge amount of potential storylines to develop, one foreseeable obstacle is how to extract the gold as 
effective as possible without ruining down the mountain. In February 2018 Quartz published their 
analysis based on Box Office Mojo data “To get an idea for how much Marvel is poised to monopolize 
the movies”. Quartz’s data scientist used Marvel-based movies from 2000 to 2019 as analyzed data 
for their forecast “On current trends, there will be one Marvel movie a week in 2036” the works on 
realizing it perfectly are undeniably enigmatic but pretty much possible, and putting the Multiverse 
concept into the MCU narrative has raised the odds to maximize MCU narrative potential.    

Concluding Remarks 
 

Our paper takes up the question of how MCU film adaptations establish the idea of Multiverse. 
We approach the question using contemporary film adaptation framework. The framework assumes 
adaptation text and source text coexist, has no implied superiority to the source text, and adaptation 

http://www.boxofficemojo.com/yearly/chart/?yr=2017&p=.htm


 
 

 

 

text is autonomous. The framework also assumes adaptation is a result of creative realization of the 
adaptor, and that it is likely to be oriented by the attempt of attaining profit. By applying this 
framework, we manage to offer an in-depth criticism that is neglected by scholars who remain in the 
position of applying fidelity criticism to study film adaptation. As to the answer of our question, 
Multiverse seems to play a fundamental role that allows Marvel Studio to expand their MCU film 
projects, thus enabling the studio to continue adapting comic books it produces. It also justifies 
narrative modifications in the adaptation as well as integrate prior versions of Marvel Comic 
adaptation as part of MCU diegesis. In other words, Multiverse seems to be a narrative strategy that 
applies transmedial storytelling and transfictionality. Importantly, MCU seems to be a part of Marvel 
Studio business development as the films have been regarded as highly profitable. In terms of 
economic motive, Multiverse strikes us an impression of a key to keep on exploring the business 
potential in the practice of film adaptation.  
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Abstract  

 
According to the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL), Papua has 277 local languages. One of 

them is the Sentani language used by the Sentani people who live on the islands and on the shores of 
Lake Sentani, Jayapura Regency. According to Yektiningtyas' research (2019), Sentani children cannot 
speak Sentani language anymore. Few children living on islands far from the city can use it well. 
Preservation is needed to avoid the extinction of Sentani language as one of Papuan cultural heritages. 
Sentani community also has a wealth of Sentani folktales that can be collected and rewritten using the 
simple Sentani language and use it as a language learning material. This study aims to explore how 
these folktales are used to motivate Sentani children to learn their local language. Data of folktales were 
collected through interviews with some informants, i.e. tribal chiefs and elderly people in East  and 
Central Sentani between June-November 2021. After the process of rewriting, translating into Sentani 
language and reinforced by FGDs, those folklales were  used as materials to learn Sentani language for 
children. After three months of learning, this study concluded that (1) children like learning Sentani 
language using folktales, (2) children found some difficulties in learning Sentani language, i.e.  
pronunciation, sentence structure, and tenses but they are motivated to learn their ancestral langage. 
It is hoped that continous learning will make them to become active speakers and preserve Sentani 
people’s heritages in life.   
 
Keywords: Sentani language, folktales, language learning 
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

Papua is the only province in Indonesia that is very rich with local languages that scattered on 
the coast, mountains, and swamps areas with various dialects. Geographical conditions, i.e. 
mountains, valleys, rivers, lakes, and seas contribute to the richness of the languages in Papua. 
According to the latest data from the Summer Institute of Linguistics (2012) there are 277 languages 
in Papua. Unfortunately, this ancestral cultural heritage is getting less and less used so that these 
languages have been marked with labels, namely (1) active languages -- still actively used by 
speakers, (2) endagered -- starting to be abandoned, (3) dying -- no longer used by speakers, and (4) 
loss -- has been lost. 
 

Sentani language is one example of endangered languages and needs to be preserved.   Sentani 
people live in the town, the community interacts with many newcomers, from  Biak, Sorong, Serui, 
Timika Wamena, as well as those from outside Papua such as Java, Toraja, Makassar, Ambon, etc. 
Many people also have mixed marriages. This phenomenon contributes to the decline in the use of 
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the Sentani language. They tend to use Indonesian or Papuan Malay as a means of daily 
communication. Sentani language is only used by parents in their community.  According to an 
observation in 2021, people in their 30s who live in town speak Sentani passively, while those under 
30 do not speak it anymore. In the villages and islands in Lake  Sentani, most adults  speak Sentani 
language, some teenagers still use the the language actively and most of the children use it passively, 
even some children do not speak the language at all.  Seeing the phenomena, it is necessary to make 
efforts to preserve the Sentani language by motivating Sentani children to learn their local language 
using some interesting media. This study focuses on children since they are the future generation 
who will continue the socio-cultural life of the Sentani people. Besides, MO (a tribal chief-2022) said 
that Sentani children are happy to learn new things given in interesting and challeging ways.  
 

Sentani community is rich with folktales.  According to the empirical experience in 2019, 
folktales are still circulated in their social life. At home, some grandmothers and parents still tell 
stories to educate their children. In schools (Early Childhood Education, Kinder Garten, and Primary 
School), some teachers also use folktales to convey some  knowledge, tradition and socio-cultural 
values. In Sunday Schools, some teachers still use folktales to deliver moral messages. Those folktales 
are told in Indonesian. The teachers (RM, DK, SN and MS -- 2019) said that the students were happy 
to hear the tales. They even tended to tell it to their younger siblings or friends. Seeing children's 
interest in folktales, this study uses it as a media  to teach Sentani language. The objective of this 
study is how to teach Sentani language to children using folktales. 
 

Literature Review 
 

Sentani language is used by the Sentani people who live on islands and villages on the shores 
of Lake Sentani, spreading from east to west. This language has three dialects, namely  East Sentani 
dialect,  Central Sentani dialect, and West Sentani dialect. The spread of the Sentani people from the 
east (Asei) to the central and western regions of the lake resulted in the emergence of these dialects. 
No information was obtained when the Sentani community began to spread. Some tribal chiefs and 
the elders said that tribal wars and family conflicts made them move in search of new places.  
 

According to Silzer (1991) there were 25,000 speakers of the Sentani language. There are three 
linguists who have studied the Sentani language. The first is Cowan (1969) who concentrated his 
research on the East Sentani dialect of Sentani. The second is Dwight Hartzler (1976) and the third is 
Margaret Hartzler (1992) who researched the Central Sentani dialect of Sentani. Cowan (1969) 
classified Sentani language into a non-Austronesian language. Capell (1965) and Foley (1986) in 
Purba (1994) described several characteristics of non-Austronesian languages, namely: (1) not 
having articles, (2) numbers and cases in the form of nouns, (3) some of them have gender and noun-
class systems, (4) there are singular, dual, and plural forms, (5) subject, direct object, and indirect 
object are often combined in the form of a verb, which often seems very complex, (6) a variable 
number system, often based on the numbers 2, 3, 4 or using body parts, (7) sentence structure is 
usually subject, object, predicate (SOP) (the subject is optional -- which means that the sentence does 
not always have a subject because the subject has been attached to the verb by using a subject marker, 
(8) using postpositions than prepositions, (9) complex verb system forms, (10)  variations in 
sentence structure and vocabulary, (11) several languages  are tonal, (12) nasalization in some 
languages, and (13) complex cluster form. 
 

In addition, Sentani language has tenses. Cowan (1965) said that there are five forms of tenses, 
namely past tense, present tense, future tense, imperfect tense, and habituals. Hartzler (1976) 



 
 

 
  

 

simplified it into three tenses, namely past tense, present tense, and future tense. The form of 
habituals  can function as an aspect because it can be placed in any tense, either past tense, present 
tense, or future tense. The imperfect form is not very visible in the Sentani language. According to 
Cowan (1969), the Sentani language has seven vowels and ten consonants. Compared to Indonesian, 
Sentani's vowel and consonant system has many variants that sometimes sound complex. 
 

In general, apart from the differences in the vocabulary used in East Sentani, Central Sentani, 
and West Sentani, there is also a vocabulary that is almost the same. The striking difference is the 
difference in the use of some consonants. The consonant /r/ in East Sentani becomes /t/ in Central 
Sentani and /d/ in West Sentani, for example, roi (money) in East Sentani changes to toi in Central 
Sentani and doi in West Sentani. The consonant /p/ in East Sentani remains /p/ in Central Sentani, 
and changes to /b/ in West Sentani, for example, pelau (betel nut) in East Sentani remains pelau in 
Central Sentani, and changes to belau in West Sentani. The consonant /f/ in East Sentani remains /f/ 
in Central Sentani, but becomes /p/ in West Sentani, for example, afe (betel) in East Sentani remains 
afe in Central Sentani, and changes to ape in West Sentani. Consonant changes is illustrated in table 
1.  

Table 1. Consonant Changes in Sentani Language  Dialects 
 

East Sentani Central Sentani  West Sentani  

r t/r d 

t r d 

f f p 

p p b 

 
For Sentani children who are already familiar with Indonesian language, the structure of the Sentani 
language (SOP), tenses, and pronunciation give them difficulties as well as challenges.  Therefore they 
need to be continuously motivated so that they can learn the language of their ancestors as their 
identity. Based on the empirical field observations,  compared to the number of speakers of the 
Sentani language of 25,000 people in 1991 (Silzer), the number of speakers tends to decrease in 2022. 
Sustainable research, teachings and socialization on learning the language are urgently needed. 
 

Referring to the fact that Sentani children like listening to folktales, this study utilizes Sentani 
folktales as a media of learning. There are some studies on Sentani language for children.  In 
“Identifying Sentani Children's Difficulties in Learning their Local Language”,  Yektiningtyas-Modouw 
(2018), found that there are several reasons why Sentani language is not used, especially by children, 
namely (1) parents do not use it at home, (2) difficult pronunciation,  (3) S-O-P sentence structure, 
(4) tenses, (5) adpositions, and (6) counting system.  In the same year, Yektiningtyas and Gultom also 
explored several reasons why folktales can be used as a media to learn Sentani language in “Exploring 
Sentani Folktales of Papua as Media to Teach Local Language for children". Meanwhile, this study 
focuses more on how to teach the Sentani language using folktales so that they are motivated to 
continue learning, practice, and influence their peers to do the same. 
 

The use of folktales as language learning was once put forward by Lazar  (2002) who 
underlined that folklore is effectively used as a language learning medium due to (1) motivating 
material, (2) access to cultural background, (3) encouraging language acquisition, (4) expanding 
students' language awareness, (5) developing students' interpretive abilities, and (6) educating the 



 
 

 

 

whole person. The “emotional ties” are important in motivating children to  love folktales from which 
they can learn about their nature,  culture, and social life. These emotional ties are used as a strong 
basis for teaching Sentani Language to children using folktales. Meanwhile, Hastuti, Reza and Teddy 
(2014), Lwin (2006), and Masoni (2018) emphasized that language learning using folktales allows 
children to get two things at once, namely education and entertainment. Education about cultural 
heritage and loving identity can be obtained from reading folktales. Meanwhile, folktales provide 
entertainment because they are close to the children’s nature and  lives. They do not feel being 
alliented from the reading sources (Yektiningtyas, 2018, 2019) 
 

Seeing the relationship of children with the material they are learning, Vigotsky (in Omrod, 
2003) describes that children need scaffolding that supports their needs in learning. In this case, 
children need a material that can motivate them to learn Sentani language without feeling burdened. 
Teaching children and adults is very different, for example, children are very active in class, they 
always ask everything that they think incorrect to their opinion. Therefore, in learning process, it 
needs to consider the background of the children being taught. Modouw (2021) underlines that 
Papuan children, including Sentani, have very good gross motor skills. Thus, when asking them to sit 
nicely while learning, it will not work.  Therefore, learning needs to consider physical activities, such 
as group activities, dances, games, and singing. Yektiningtyas and BrGinting (2020) through their 
research found that learning carried out outside the classroom accompanied by contextual teaching 
learning (CTL) activities with physical activities succeeded in motivating Sentani children to learn. 

 

Methodology 
 
 This is a qualitative research utilizing folktales collected from informants in January-May 2022.  
The folktales collected are as follows. 

 
Table 2. Table of fokltales  collected in East and Central Sentani 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In fact there were 15 folktales obtained, but some tales related to violences were dropped.  

 
 
Data of folktales were collected from informants, i.e. tribal chiefs and the elders in East Sentani 

and Central Sentani through close observation and interview using technique of recording. After the 
transcription, the tales were rewritten in simple Indonesian and translated into Sentani language. 

No Areas Titles 
1 East Sentani  The Arrogant Cassowary  

The Legend of Lake Sentani   
Hembu 
The Origin of Abepura 

  The Journey of Heram People From East 
Sepik to Asei Island 

2 Central Sentani  Ayakhoi  
Haluboe  
Mefe Kabham, Hebulu Yomonggoi, and 
Jokhobulu 
Ebeu and Nangga 
 



 
 

 
  

 

The translation process was helped by some elders who speak Sentani language very well. To obtain  
representative and valid data, Focus Group Discussions (FGD) were conducted with traditional 
stakeholders, representatives of villages community, instructors of Rumah Baca, and Sunday School 
teachers. The learning process took places in Yokiwa and Asei Island (June 2022) and Hobong (July 
2022). The terminology of children in this study refers to children at the age of 5-8 years old or those 
who are in Early Childhood Education and Elementary Schools. 
 

Findings and Discussion 
 

It is acknowledged that it is not easy to teach Sentani language to Sentani children because they 
are already familiar with Indonesian pronunciation and sentence structure. There are even some 
children who are already learning English at their school. Thus it needs strategies in motivating the 
children to learn (see Vigotsky in Omrod, 2003). In this study, there are four main folktales used, 
namely "The arrogant cassowary", "The origin of Abepura name", "Ebeu and Nangga" as well as "Mefe 
Kabham, Hebulu Yomonggoi, and Jokhobulu". Referring to the opinion of Modouw (2021) that 
Sentani children have good gross motor skills, learning process will involve children's physical 
activities. Activities will be carried out outside because Sentani children are easier to concentrate on 
learning when it is done in the open place (Yektiningtyas and BrGinting, 2020). Therefore, teaching-
learning process will be focused on (1) tstory telling, (3) vocabulary, (4) writing simple sentences. 

 
1. Story telling  

 
In this activity, the term "storytelling" means telling stories to children, conveying the contents of 
tales and saring the moral messages that can be used as media to build children's character. In 
accordance with the goal of teaching  Sentani language using folktales, the tales were delivered in 
Sentani language and translated into Indonesian. The folktales were read by two students, namely 
Christine Haay and Yulia Makasombo. There were two main folktales used in this activity, namely 
“Arrogant Cassowary” and “Ebeu and Nangga” in Yokiwa and Asei island as well as  “The origin of 
Abepura name” and “Mefe Kabham, Hebulu Yomonggoi, and Jokhobulu”  in Hobong. Those  folktales 
were  conveyed in an attractive and communicative way, accompanied by pictures for children to 
understand the storyline and keep concentrating on the story. In storytelling activities, storytellers 
interacted with the children to ceate pleasant atmosphere. The children were not shy to ask questions 
about the story they heard.  Even some students dared to "compose a new story", outside the plot of 
the story. The storytellers let the chidren created their own stories based on the understanding and 
imagination. That was ineresting to see their characters: spontaneous, brave, frank, honest, active, 
creative, like new things. 

 

    
       During the story telling                                                    Reading books of folktales 

 
At the time of storytelling, the children were asked to write vocabularies of the Sentani 



 
 

 

 

language which would be asked when the storytelling activity was over. After the storytelling activity, 
we discussed the contents of the story and the Sentani words  they had heard.  There were some 
children who could mention some Sentani words and the meanings in Indonesian, for example (1) 
buyakha (lake), (2) holo (forest), (3) wi (river), (4) kamdenkha (crocodile), (5 ) foi (good), (6) ikhele 
(angry), (7) helem (many), (8) khayi (canoe), (9) imae (house), (10) khabam (big), (11) khending 
(small), (12) ana (mother), etc. In addition, after telling stories, children aged 7-8 years were asked 
to retell stories in Indonesian in front of their friends. As usual, there were brave children and shy 
children. While their friends were telling stories, the other children were asked to write some 
vocabulary in Indonesian and translate them into Sentani. After that, the children were given the 
opportunity to read the story books themselves. During this activity there was an interesting 
discussion among the children and asked us questions. They asked about vowels and consonants that 
were not found in the Indonesian language, such as maengge (female), yebukhu (nose) and some 
sentence structures that they thought they were reversed, such as “reyae fi anekho” (I – sago – ate). 
They also asked why there is a tense in the Sentani language --  it confused them. It took time for them 
to write simple phrases using the words they had. But it was interesting to see them discussed with 
their friends. 

 
 2. Vocabulary 

 
After the storytelling activity, they were asked to mention the vocabulary they had written. 

Vocabulary was focused on the themes of (1) nature, (2) family, (2) fauna, and (3) flora. We then 
discussed the spelling and the meaning of each word. To check the correct spelling, children aged 7-
8 years were asked to write the words  in a paper or board   provided. At that time the children were 
confused to write down words that they had never heard in Indonesian. They have difficulty in 
writing, ponounce  and distinguishing [i] in i (fire) from [I] in igwa [Igwa] (name of imaginary village);  
me [mε] (hand) from [e] in mei [məI] (come on);  [æ] in maengge [mænggə] (girl) from [ε] in naugwe 
[naugwε] (do not know) (Yektiningtyas and Gultom, 2018). They also had difficulty writing the word 
oidzo (chicken) since in Indonesian there is no consonant /dz/. There are only consonants /d/ and 
/z/. It is also hard to write and pronounce yokhu [you] (dog), since in Indonesian, there is no // 
sound. There are /k/, /h/, and /kh/ instead. 
 

Meanwhile, children aged 5-6 years were given activities to color various pictures. This 
recreational activity helped them to learn Sentani vocabulary through fun activities. Then, they were 
asked to write the name of the picture. They were also asked to make simple phrases orally using the 
words they had in the pictures, such as “nice house”, “big tree”, “two fish”, “little pig”, and “many dogs. 
This activity seemed fun for the children and they tried to show off the pictures and make as many 
phrases as possible. This group of children were not asked to write the phrases they created.  

     



 
 

 
  

 

 
                                            Busy children observing and coloring pictures 
 

3. Simple sentences 
 

Making simple sentences is done by children aged 7-8 years. They wrote sentences using the 
vocabulary they had chosen. In this study, they had difficulty because they do not have sufficient 
vocabularies.  For example, a child inteded to write  a sentence using the word “fi” (sago): “I eat sago”. 
He  asked   the Sentani language for “I” and “eat”. After being told, he wrote a sentence using the 
Indonesian sentence structure: "reyae (I) anekho (eat) fi (sago)". This sentence writing became a new 
challenge for Sentani children, because the structure of the Sentani language is SOP (subject-object-
complement). Thus the sentence they wrote "reyae (I) anekho (eat) fi (sago)" must be corrected to 
"reyae (I) fi (sago)  anekho (eat)". Another child made a sentence using the word “imae”:  “eyae (s/he) 
re (to) imae (house)”. As an Indonesian, we knew that he wanted to say “s/he goes home” but since 
Sentani language uses postposition instead of preposition, his sentence should be corrected to “eyae 
(s/he) imae (house) re (to )". In the activity of writing sentences, there was an interesting discussion 
because the children realized that the Sentani language used tenses and the subject affected the verb 
(Harzler, 1976; Deda, 2018). "I eat sago (as habituals) different from "I ate sago yesterday". Likewise, 
the word "eat" will change depending on the subject (I, s/he, you, we, they). For example I eat fish 
(reyae kha anale), s/he eats fish (neyae kha aneyae); you eat sago (weyae fi anekokhae), I ate coconut 
(reyae kho anekokhae), s/he ate rice (neyae melasa anekokhae), you ate banana (weyae emfeu 
anekokhe). Seeing this complexity, future studies will look for solutions to find strategies to teach 
how to teach making sentences in the Sentani language 

 
The use of folktales as scaffolding (Omrod, 2003) to motivate Sentani children in Yokiwa 

Village, Asei Island and Hobong Village in learning Sentani language seemed to make them happy to 
learn. This can be seen from the beginning of the activity of listening to folktales  read in two 
languages: Sentani and Indonesian. They seemed relaxed and interested in hearing the names of 
places, names of people, names of animals, names of plants, mountains, rivers, and forests that they 
had seen and inhabited. This is also emphasized by Lazar (2002); Hastuti, Reza and Teddy (2014); 
Masoni (2018); and Yektiningtyas (2019) that the use of folkltales (literature) in language learning 
does not only provide children with knowledge, social moral education but also  a sense of comfort, 
emotional connection, and entertainment. Thus, the purpose of language learning can be carried out 
without burdening the children. This comfort was seen when they interrupted the story telling with 
statements and questions. They also confidently predicted the end of the story and sometimes they 
did not like certain characters. For example, they did not like characters of arrogant cassowary, lying 
ebeu  (turtle). In the same line, they liked the three disabled characters in "Mefe Kabham, Hebulu 



 
 

 

 

Yomonggoi, and Jokhobulu" who were bullied by the people but they were the ones who saved people 
from disasters. This is as emphasized by Lwin (2006) that folktales can be used as a medium for 
developing children's character.  
 

The activities of writing vocabulary while listening to stories and rewriting the vocabulary on 
the  board became interesting discussion among children and instructors. This is because Sentani 
children did not know Sentani language has seven vowels and ten consonants (Cowan (1969), while 
Indonesian has 7 vowels and consonants. They had difficulties in writing and pronouncing some 
vowels like  /ae/ as in “maengge ” (woman) and “afaeu” (language).  They also had difficulties in 
writing and pronouncing some consonants such as  /p/ with its variants [ph] and [b] [ß] in [pheiko] 
(rotten), [phe] (two), [aoßae] (friend), consonant  /k/ with the variants [kh], [], [g], and [ ' ] (glotal) 
in [khayi] (canoe),kha (fish), [you] (dog) and [aa] (brother). Meanwhile, for children aged 5-6 
years, the activity of coloring pictures and mentioning the names of objects in the pictures was a fun 
activity.  Beyond those difficulties in writing and pronouncing certain words, children gained 
knowledge, awareness, and challenges to learn language of their ancestors. They realized that 
language is one of their identities. 
 

Of all the activities carried out, this study found that writing simple sentences was a very 
compilcated activity. This is because the sentence structure of Sentani (Subject-Object-Predicate) is 
different from Indonesian (Subject-Predicate-Object). Children who are already familiar with 
Indonesian used the technique of translating in writing sentences in Sentani language. This of course 
did not work. At that time the children realized that the Sentani language has a different structure. 
Furthermore, Sentani language with tenses and the use of postpositions instead of prepositions 
created an interesting discussion. At that time the expressions of the children varied. Some felt happy 
and proud to find that their language is more complicated than Indonesian. However, there are also 
children who are frustrated with this writing activity.  

 

Roncluding Remarks 
 

The current study explored folktales as media to motivate Sentani children to learn Sentani 
language which is no longer used by most of the children in the Sentani area. It is feared that this 
language will become extinct like other local languages in Papua. Therefore, it is necessary to 
introduce and teach Sentani language to children. This study found several things as follows. 
Folktales have the potentials to be used to learn  Sentani language because children can learn through 
friendly media: the natural and socio-cultural environment that is close to them. Through several 
learning activities, it was found some difficulties faced by children in learning Sentani language, 
namely pronunciation, sentence structure, and tenses. Interestingly, beyond the difficulties, children 
are motivated to learn the language more. This study recommends that parents and  community who 
still speak Sentani language  can act as role models by getting used to using the language both at home 
and in the community. Thus the children are accustomed to listening to the pronunciation and are 
motivated to try speaking  Sentani language. It is hoped that they can also teach the Sentani language 
so that this language remains alive and is used as the life style by the children as the successor 
generation of the Sentani people as a part of their identity.  
 
Acknowledgement 
 
We would like to express our gratitude to the tribal chiefs in Eastern and Central Sentani as well as  
informants, i.e. Mr. Ire Pepuho, Mr. Corry Ohee, Mr. Yusuf Ohee, Mr. Ari Awoitauw, Mrs. Sandra 



 
 

 
  

 

Monim, Mr. (late) Andreas Deda, and Mr. Origenes Monim.  Without them the research cannot be  
completed.   Their support and energy motivate us to go beyond our capability. 
 
 
 
 
 

References 
 
Deda, A. (2018). Kamus Trilingual: Sentani - Indonesia - English. Yogyakarta: Penerbit Kepel. 
Hartzler, D. (1976). “A Study of Sentani Verb Structure”, Buletin Irian, Vol. 5. Jayapura: Uncen-SIL. 
Hartzler, M. (1983). “Aspects, Mode, and Foregrounding in Sentani”, Buletin Irian. Vol.13. Jayapura: 

Uncen-SIL. 
---------------. (1992). “A Brief Phonology of the Sentani”, Afeu year III no. 4. Jayapura: Percetakan 

Universitas Cenderawasih. 
Lazar, G. (2002). Literature and LanguageTeaching: A Guide for Teachers andTrainers. Cambridge: 

CambridgeUniversity Press. 
Lwin, S.M. (2016). Using Folktales for Language Teaching. The English Teacher.44(2),74-83. 
Masoni, L. (2018). Folk Narrative and EFL: A Narrative Approach to Language  earning. Journal of 

Literature and Art Studies. 8 (4) 111-117. 
Modouw, J.  (2021). Pendidikan Kontekstual Papua: Untuk Daerah Terpencil, Pengasuhan Anak, 

Kurikulum Operasional, Proses Belajar dan Penilaian. [Contextual Education of Papua: for 
Remote Areas, Parenting, Operational Curriculum, Learning Process and Evaluation]. 
Yogyakarta: UNY Press. 

Ormrod, J. (2003). Educational Psychology: Developing Learners. 
Purba, Th.T. (1994). “A Brief Description of Irian Jaya Languages” in Afeu, Bulletin of Language. Year 

V No. 6. Jayapura:  Cenderawasih University. 
Silzer, P.J., Clouse, D. and Heikkinen, H. (1991). Index of Irian Jaya Language. Jayapura: Uncen-SIL. 
Yektiningtyas, W. (2018). “Identifying Sentani Children’s Difficulties in Learning their Local 

Language.” Proceeding of International Seminar on Local Language (ICLL) 
Yektiningtyas, W. & Gultom, M. (2018). “Exploring Sentani Folktales as Media of Teaching Local 

Language for Children”. Sino-US English Teaching,   Vol. 15 (5), pp.  223-235. DOI 
10.17265/1539-8080 

Yektiningtyas, W. (2019). “Igniting Folktales as Children’s Learning Sources in Sentani, Jayapura, 
Papua”. Litera, Vol. 18, No. 1, (DOI 10.21831/ltr.v18i1.18841) 

Yektiningtyas, W. & BrGinting, J. (2020)“Utilizing Sentani Folktales to  
Teach Speaking for Children of Communal Agents in Jayapura, Papua” , Journal of Applied 

Linguistics and Literature, pp. 255- 270. http://dx.doi.org/10.33369/joall.v5i2.11554 
 
 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.33369/joall.v5i2.11554


 
 

 

 

Woman Struggle on "How I Learn to Drive"  
by Paula Vogel 

 

Theophila Krisna Modesty & Marcela Winda Widyanata 

Sanata Dharma University, Yogyakarta, Indonesia 
theophillamodes014@gmail.com 

 

 
Abstract  

 
Oppression against women has some influence, particularly on their mental health or we can say 

their psychological condition. Mental health or Psychological condition not only speaks of the poor 
condition of a person, but it can also talk about how the actions, thoughts, and ideas of a person can 
influence their life in fighting for their rights in the fight. The drama written by Paula Vogel, 'how I have 
learned to drive,' shows this. The methodology used in this study is a qualitative method by the Narrative 
model by focusing on the feminist approach parts to take a look at how women's oppression affect 
women's psychology and how this condition make an impact on their thought or their beliefs about 
women's rights. From this, we can oppression against women has a relationship with their psychological 
condition and this condition can influence and believe in their thoughts. How the impact of oppression 
itself makes women thirsty to accept their situation and believe what is actually wrong to be right 
according to them. In this case, it is seen how women are not respected by the vulgarity of the people 
around them describing them in sexual activities. Hopefully, this research can help us to better 
understand and appreciate the degree of women and in the future, there will be further research on this 
topic. 
 
Keywords:  psychology, woman, oppression, thought   
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

Oppressions toward women give some impact, especially on their psychological condition, or 
we can say their mental health.  Mental health does not only talk about a person's poor condition but 
can also talk about how this can affect a person's actions, thoughts, and ideas in their lives in fighting 
for their rights in their struggle condition. This can be seen in the drama written by Paula Vogel 
entitled 'How I learned to drive. Her drama tells the story of Li'l Bit, now a 30-year-old woman who 
has abusive, emotionally complex connections with her uncle Peck. In this drama, we can see that 
there is an emphasis on mental conditions, especially with her trauma, in their struggle condition 
which is used either as the background for the atmosphere of the story or the conditions of the 
characters. This condition is what brings the main character Li'l Bit, to carry out her story in the 
drama. To see how is her struggle as a woman who wants to fight for her dignity from her complex 
environment in treating women. This study wants to see how there is a relationship between a 
person's health condition, especially in a woman, from the point of how women struggle to voice 
themselves. Seeing how to struggle situations can affect a person, especially the main character, can 
fight for their rights in terms of feminism and see how these conditions also affect one's mindset and 
perspective in treating women's rights. 
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"Mental or psychological health is "as the presence of effective adaptations" or the absence of 
psychopathology," says Geoff Rolls (2012). This understanding is dichotomous, that people are in a 
state of illness or mental health. Healthy if there is not the slightest psychological disorder, and if 
there is a psychological disorder then it is classified as a sick person. What happens to Li'l Bit in her 
drama, her act, and her decision show us that she has a psychological disorder that comes from her 
trauma in her environment and how people treat her causes bad habits in her. This is why Bethesda, 
National Institute of Mental Health said that mental health is really important to care about and how 
it can change the term of someone or their form of thinking by their action (Bethesda, 2021). Like in 
this drama, how the character Li’l Bit is formed by her past and what her environment ‘thinking’ in 
her life, slowly understanding how wrong the condition is. The mental condition of the environment 
makes how helpless society treats women and forms the wrong mindset. According to Geoff Rolls' 
book, from a psychological point of view, women tend to have emotional complexity in themselves 
and a high sense of sensitivity to things. Thus, it can be said that women have the ability to process 
their thoughts and form an idea based on the results of their condition. From this, we can see that 
there is a connection between the emergence of a movement to defend women's rights from the 
conditions felt by women themselves, especially when viewed from the trauma condition produced 
by the main character in this drama, namely Li'l Bit.  
 

Dorothy E. Smith for her standpoint theory, also mention that there is domination for who the 
one society looks at, in this case, she talks about how society looks at male domination (Smith 1987). 
The same thing that can be found in this drama is how women still believe in this concept despite 
their poor condition. The social environment forces them to believe in that concept.  Also in Collins's 
perspective on this concept, she insists on the power of self-definition (Collins 2004:306) and 
mentioned how experience, values, motivations, and emotion can develop a self-definition to make a 
move for one’s idea. Because of this, we can say that woman's psychological conditions that come 
from the environment or society's beliefs might have a role to develop an idea or belief and for this 
research, we can take a look at how women's oppression affects women's psychology and how this 
condition takes an impact on their thought or their beliefs for women's rights.  

 

Literature Review 
 

Li'l Bit, a character in the book How I Learned to Drive, is a lady in her mid-thirties who is 
dealing with the difficult and violent relationship she had with her uncle Peck. The play uses 
flashbacks, monologues, and an intensified feeling of the bizarre to demonstrate how Li'l Bit interacts 
with her memories and trauma in a non-linear manner. In addition to the two characters already 
mentioned, the play uses three "Greek choruses"—teenage, female, and male—to switch between the 
many personalities who appear in Li'l Bit's memories. The segments are separated by a voice with a 
formal demeanor that uses headers similar to those in driving instructions. 
 

From the story of the character Li'l Bit, we want to reveal how the inequality experienced by 
women in his era greatly influenced their mindset at that time. Seen from the perspective of those 
who take for granted what they receive from the gap. Conversations that are vulgar and very explicit 
are the characteristics of this drama, where conversations are often encountered by male characters. 
For example, the male chorus portraying her grandfather made crude remarks about how big her 
breasts are. Not only that, Li'l Bit's grandfather explicitly stated that women do not need to get a 
proper education. This can be seen from the scene of the grandfather who claims that Li'l Bit won't 
need a decent education, but he's eager to get one. Peck rushes outside to console Li'l Bit as she bolts 
outside. Then L'il Bit of today says that she failed school due to excessive drinking and spent the 



 
 

 

 

remainder of that time driving through the night. 
 

This story also has the meaning of how the complex memory of her relationship with Uncle 
Peck goes along with the passage of a car—starting from learning to drive a car together until the 
relationship is getting more complex and the end of the ending is not so apparent for both of them. 
Li'l Bit is stuck in her understanding of the relationship she considers 'love' and 'reciprocity' and 
Uncle Peck finds it difficult to distinguish his obsession with his nephew and seems to force it on Li'l 
Bit. Apart from that, it's also interesting the audio announcement appears repeatedly, indicating 
changes in Li'l Bit's memories by employing words and expressions typically used while giving 
driving instructions. The way the story is structured emphasizes how closely Li'l Bit's pain and 
memories are tied to her experience learning to drive with her Uncle Peck. 
 

This complexity makes us want to examine how the impact of this can affect Li'l Bits' 
psychological condition, where he is actually a woman here. To observe how she is battling for her 
dignity in the face of a society that treats women inequitably. This study seeks to determine whether 
there is a connection between a person's health, particularly that of a woman, and her inability to 
speak up for herself. A person's ability to fight for their rights in terms of feminism may be shown to 
be affected by difficult situations, especially for the main character. One can also see how one's 
thinking and viewpoint on women's rights are affected by these circumstances. 

 

Methodology 
 

According to Geoff Roll (2012), from a psychological point of view, women tend to have 
emotional complexity themselves and a high sense of sensitivity to things. Thus, it can be said that 
women can process their thoughts and form an idea based on the results of their condition. On the 
other hand, states that are stressful and unsupportive for women can trigger a woman's own 
sensitivity. In other words, the oppression experienced by women has an impact on the pressure 
itself so as to form a high sense of sensitivity or form a new pattern in the woman's psyche. Geoff also 
emphasized that psychological pressure on women also trains sharpness in women's sensitivity and 
is supported by women's mindsets that tend to think far ahead, complex, and logical. 
 

The methodology used in this study is a qualitative method by the Narrative model. The 
qualitative research method requires the collection and analysis of non-counting data to understand 
concepts, views, or experiences (e.g. text, video, or audio). Qualitative research, which involves the 
collection and analysis of numerical information for statistical analysis, is the opposite of quantitative 
research. The qualitative method by using the narrative model will help in collecting and analyzing 
the drama script ‘How I Learned to Drive. According to Sumadi (2004), the narrative method help 
researchers examine how stories are told to understand the perception and meaning of participants' 
experiences. These planned methods will be identified based on a comprehensive review of current 
study and academy practices on literature works but we will be focusing on the feminism approach 
parts with some references books that will help this research to have a deeper explanation of how 
women's oppression affects women psychology and how this condition make an impact on their 
thought or their believes for women rights.    

 
 

Findings and Discussion 
 

The story in this drama opens with a narration from Lil's Bit about her past. Where she tells 



 
 

 
  

 

about how she is treated as a woman in her family. Starting from her wanting to learn to drive a car 
to the polemics she got at the age she was growing up.  Also can be founded that drama is dominated 
by how the dominance of sex acts committed against women and their views on sex itself, which can 
be said is natural for them. But unfortunately, that was what Lil's Bit, the main character in this drama 
realized, was not a natural thing, especially as a woman, she felt sad about how this actually happened 
in her own family and in her young age. 
 

To see how women's oppression related to their psychology, we need to categorize their 
problems and see the consequences of these problems. After that, we can see the impact of these 
situations on their thoughts on women's rights. 

 
1. Women Characters Psychological Condition 
 

"Mental or psychological health is "as the presence of effective adaptations" or the absence of 
psychopathology," says Geoff Rolls (2012). This understanding is dichotomous, that people are in a 
state of illness or mental health. Healthy if there is not the slightest psychological disorder, and if 
there is a psychological disorder then it is classified as a sick person. One of the main causes of 
psychological problems is the pressure and poor condition of someone who experiences it. In this 
case, a woman's struggle give a big impact on a woman's mental or psychological condition. To see 
how this condition develops their ‘thinking’ or their ideas towards themselves we need to look at 
their condition and what things cause their condition. The characters that will be taken in this drama 
are, Li’l Bit as the main character, her grandmother, her mother, and Aunt Mary. 
 

In the main character Li’l Bit, the problem she gets is based on the first scene on page 14, she 
gets sexual harassment from her uncle, Peck. Under the guise of a reward for Li’l Bit's success in 
driving a car in her first practice. This then continued when Li’l Bit had dinner with her family and 
she even got indecent treatment for her body shape, especially her bra size which then doubled as a 
conversation about vulgar sex. Of course, this is a trauma for Li’l Bit because all this happened to her 
when she was a teenager. The trauma she felt took the form of her fear and anxiety, which made her 
feel uncomfortable about her own family, even though in the scene Driving in First Gear page 14, 
uncle Peck tried to calm her down but Li’l Bit knew how her uncle tries to calm her looked so wrong 
in her eyes, but she could not do much or refuse because she does not want to disappoint her uncle 
who is her own family and the thoughts of her mother and grandmother. 

 
“Mother, it happens to women all the time” (Vogel, 1998, p. 26) 
“Don’t be scared. It won’t hurt you..”(Vogel, 1998, p. 30)  
 
This dialogue from her tells Li’l Bit about how this (sex) is natural for women and should be 

followed because they have no room to fight. She even still feels her trauma now but she also feels 
guilty because she did the same thing as Peck's uncle where she also has sexual interests in people 
who are much younger than her, and in this context, she is talking about her students (Vogel, 1998, 
her narrator P. 38). 
 

Next up, on the character of Li’l Bit's Mother. From her mother's confession on page 30 scene 
Idling in the Neutral Gear scene, her mother had a past that made her have to accept the situation 
where she had to be able to satisfy her husband in terms of sex itself. She became used to it but behind 
it all she was helpless. Still, in the same scene, The mother character also admits that she did not teach 
her about this ironic reality, in this context she blames Li’l Bit’s grandmother. This got worse when 



 
 

 

 

she found her husband being abusive and treating her so coldly. This can be seen in the dialogue, 
 
“…Just because you’ve gone through a bad time with my father, you think every man is evil!”  
(Vogel, 1998, p. 56 in Li'l Bit dialogue).  
“Mother! If you and Daddy had helped me I wouldn’t have to marry that no-good-son-of-..”(Vogel, 
1998, p.31) 
 

Looking at the past of this character and seeing the way she had a dialogue on page 56 where she said  
 
"…I’m not letting you go with your uncle…." 
(Vogel, 1998, p.56)  
 
This shows that Li’l Bit’s mother is full of anxiety and doubts her own child, that her mother's 

character, seen in scene You and the Reverse Gear page 55 shows a tendency to have fairly high 
anxiety. 
 

The same thing happened to Li’l Bit's grandmother who was also the mother of Li’l Bit's mother. 
However, what can distinguish them is the treatment of their husbands which leads to sexual 
harassment. This can be seen in the Idling of the Neutral Gear scene, page 26 where her grandmother 
admits that until then her husband still has an interest in excessive sex. This can be seen in there at 
Female Greek Chorus as Grandmother dialogue,  

 
“… Your grandfather is just a big bull. Every morning. Every day”  
“Your grandfather just care about two things: have a table set and the bed turned down”( Vogel, 
1998, p.26) 
 
Unlike the characters above, Aunt Mary's character has different causes for her psychological 

condition. She has a trust issue because of what her husband did to her. Her husband had a sex 
interest disorder that makes him often doubtful. But because he knew that basically in that era, it was 
proper for women to respect their husbands, and Aunt Mary could be said to have no strength to 
resist. This can be found in the scene Idling of the Neutral Gear scene page 44 where Aunt Mary 
blames Li'l Bit herself for all this and still believes that her husband is a good man. 

 
2. The Impact of Women's Psychological Condition on Women's Believe 
 

After seeing how oppression perpetrated against women, including acts of harassment and 
injustice that occurs to women, has an impact on their psychology, causing excessive trauma and fear 
to women without them realizing it. Like in Collins’ perspective for standpoint concept, she insists on 
the power of the self-definition and mentioned how experience, values, motivations, and emotion can 
develop a self-definition to make moves for one’s idea (Collins 2004:306). From a psychological point 
of view, women tend to have emotional complexity themselves and a high sense of sensitivity to 
things (Geoff, 2012 p.78). Thus, it can be said that women can access their thoughts and form an idea 
based on the results of their condition.  Because of this, we can say that psychological conditions 
might have a role to develop an idea. 
 

They get used to it and don't really think about the impact because it happens so often to them, 
that they forget their own psychic condition. “A person's mindset can be formed from the habits he gets 
from the surrounding environment” (Irianto and Luhulima, 2004, Chapter III p.105), and from this, we 



 
 

 
  

 

can say that the habit of accepting this situation gradually forms a new mindset in them. It can be 
seen from how they act, think, and respond to what is around them. 
 

In the main character, Li'l Bit, in the first scene, Li'l Bit herself still knows what is right and 
wrong to do, and she also feels that what Uncle Peck did to her is not the right thing to do. She even 
felt uncomfortable and tried to stop Uncle Peck in a subtle way but, because of the pinch and Li'l Bit 
had high trust in him, Li'l Bit gave up and took it for granted (Page 10, Scene ‘You and Driver 
Education’). This still continues even at the opportunity to calm Li'l Bit. He still treats Li'l Bit as his 
sex object under the guise of calming Li'l Bit (Page 15, scene ‘Driving in First Gear’). Not only the 
treatment received by Li'l Bit but also verbally or with words. In the Driving in First Gear page 14 
scene, where she gets vulgarly mocked about her breast size in front of her own family. This can be 
seen in the dialogue, 

 
MALE GREEK CHORUS (as Grandfather). “Yup. If Li’l Bit gets any bigger, we’re gonna have to buy 
her a wheelbarrow to carry in front of her.” and the second one she gets from the same person, 
MALE GREEK CHORUS (as Grandfather). “Well, she’d better stop being so sensitive. ‘Cause five 
minutes before Li'l Bit turns the corner, her tits turn first.” 
 
This vulgar treatment made Li'l Bit feels uncomfortable with her existence as a woman but she 

couldn't do anything because no one was able to help her in this matter. As in the same scene on page 
14, Li'l Bit tries to openly mock her grandfather but instead, she gets disapproval from her entire 
family and is considered too sensitive. The result of this treatment made her consider all vulgar 
activities about sex and disrespect for a woman because they can be discussed vulgarly in front of the 
public, which is normal and there is nothing wrong with it. She became a woman who instead enjoyed 
her relationship with her own uncle in her confession to Uncle Peck. (Seen at the scene ‘You and 
Reverse’ Gear, p. 43) 

 
In the ‘You and Reverse Gear’ scene, page 43, it is shown that Li'l Bit feels sorry for such 

thoughts and immediately finds out about his uncle's guise and realizes that all this time he has only 
been used as a sex object and this also applies to other women. This can be seen in Uncle Peck's 
confession in the dialogue,  

 
“ … there’s nothing wrong in what we’re doing. I’m very proud of you. I think you have a wonderful 
body and an even more wonderful mind. And of I want other people to appreciate it. It’s not 
anything shameful” (Vogel, 1998, p.43) 
 
After that incident, Li'l Bit began to keep her distance and slowly retreated away from her 

uncle. She couldn't help but be furious because she knew how many uncles Peck had helped her. This 
drama also starts with Li'l Bit's words stating that regret will come in the end, she is really sorry for 
everything that happened and hopes this can be a lesson for other women. 

 
In addition to the main character, other female characters such as Mother, Grandmother, and 

Aunt Mary, where they are also getting used to how the environment, especially men treat them like 
women. As in the mother's dialogue, 

 
“Mother, it happens to women all the time” (Vogel, 1998, p. 26) 
“Don’t be scared. It won’t hurt you..”(Vogel, 1998, p. 30)  
 



 
 

 

 

which shows that she accepts the idea that women are only assets to satisfy men's desires for 
their sexual needs. This is also the case with grandmother, except that she rejects the image, which 
is seen in the dialogue, 

  
“Don’t tell her that! She’s too young to be thinking those things!” and she said another one“Tell 
her it hurts! It’s agony!..” (Vogel, 1998, p. 30) 
 
but she is also used to vulgar acts that show parts of a woman's body in front of her own family 

without any privacy among women (at the scene ‘Driving in First Gear’ in her act explanation as 
grandmother starts to open her blouse). It can be said that she is used to when women's privacy does 
not need to be strictly guarded and that is normal for the environment around her. In contrast, 
Aunt Mary considers women as those who must respect and serve their husbands very well. This can 
be seen in the dialogue, 

 
“My husband was such a good man…I’m a very patient woman, but I’d like my husband back” 
(Vogel, 1998, p. 44)  
 
which is where she upholds her husband who even though her own husband does not take care 

of his wife's feelings and does not respect his wife by claiming sexual pleasures with other women 
who are even much younger than him. It can also be said, with what her husband hurt behind her 
back, she became someone who has a high trust issue. And because her thoughts made her blame the 
woman who played with her husband (in this context Li'l Bit) and still thinks her husband is a good 
and virtuous person. She still believes that man's domination is the thing to remember. Like Dorothy 
E. Smith for her standpoint theory, she also mentions that there is domination for who the one society 
looks at. In this case, she talks about how society looks at male domination (Smith 1987). The same 
thing can be found in Aunt Mary's act which, shows women with their poor conditions, still believe 
in this concept. The social environment forces them to believe in that concept. 
 

Concluding Remarks 
 

From the results of this study, it can be concluded that oppression toward women has a relation 
to their psychological condition and this condition can take an action to their thoughts and beliefs for 
themselves. Something that is actually wrong, but because they are used to it and their psychological 
condition, which has just given up on the situation, makes it all true for them. It doesn't matter that 
they are the aggrieved parties but they feel that in order to survive in such conditions they have to 
accept it. However, in the end, the regret came to like what Li'l Bit said before starting her story, about 
how she regretted her actions and reminded her audience not to do the same as herself, such as 
reminding them about ‘thinks before you act’. Always remember what you do and what you get, that 
is what you will believe. (Vogel, 1998, p.9) The writer also suggests future researchers develop this 
article to become more valid and deeper for more specific results about how the oppression of a 
woman both in the form of action and in the form of verbal can result in wrong thinking in recognizing 
the rights of women themselves.  
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Abstract  

 
Martial Law (21 September 1972 - 17 January 1981) was a traumatic episode in Philippine 

history, not only to those who were severely affected by it, but also to those who were witnesses to 
the atrocities. This pushed Filipino writers to write outstanding stories that depict the dark era, 
among these, “The Empire of Memory” by Filipino writer Mario Eric Gamalinda (published in 1992 
and was later revised in 2000), recipient of numerous recognitions such as the Manila Critics Circle, 
Palanca Awards and the Republic Heritage Award.  This study aims to analyze the language of 
catastrophe in the novel depicting the journey of a man named Al Diaz during the dangerous days of 
dictatorial rule. With the ongoing peculiar revival and perverse nostalgia for authoritarian rule 
around the world, historical distortionism and denialism imperils truth and freedom. With the 
ubiquity of social media platforms, the Philippines is mired in misinformation, its past in the throes 
of obliteration and its democracy in perdition. Fortuitously, the tragic turn in the country’s history is 
made indelible by writings such as Gamalinda’s novel, which must be appreciated in the context of 
the  critical tradition of  Filipino patriots like Jose Rizal and nationalists like Bienvenido Lumbera. 
The cancer of systemic corruption and human rights violations eating away at society embodied in 
the narrative, are seared by the burning language of Gamalinda’s novel  in the collective memory . 
Through the study of Gamalinda’s novel, the catastrophe (from a Greek word meaning "overturn") 
that was Martial Law will be seen in a new light: instead of the disastrous tragic gloaming of the 
oppressed Filipino’s struggle for freedom, the redemptive dawning of  a new era in the bloodless 
revolution of People Power that emancipated democracy in 22 February 1986.  
 
Key Words: Philippines, martial law, catastrophe, dictatorship, People Power 
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

With the ongoing peculiar revival and perverse nostalgia for authoritarian rule around the 
world, historical distortionism and denialism imperils truth and freedom. This directs the attention 
to the social base of the new authoritarian regimes in general. In Europe and the USA, a lively and 
controversial debate has evolved concerning the rise of Donald Trump or the electoral successes of 
right-wing authoritarian populist parties in France, Germany, and other countries (Hochschild, 
2016).  
 

Thus, the global moral appeal of human rights and democratic governance appears to be in 
severe crisis. In both the Global North and the South, many countries have witnessed the rise of racist, 
sexist, and illiberal politicians into the highest positions in the government. These politicians and 
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their allies continue to challenge constitutionally guaranteed norms of democratic governance, 
peaceful political dissent, and human rights protection including marginalized minority groups 
(Regilme, 2021).  
 

Closer to this researcher’s home, the Philippines, consider this scenario:  
 

By mid 2018, the authoritarian regimes in Thailand and in the Philippines appear fully 
consolidated. In Thailand, General Prayuth Chan-o-cha took over power in a coup d’état in May 
2014. In the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte was elected president in June 2016. Both countries are 
important examples for the rise new authoritarianism in Southeast Asia because they put a 
spotlight on the social basis of new authoritarianism. What is remarkable in both cases is the role 
of the middle-classes in the process of toppling the democratic systems and consolidating the new 
authoritarian regimes (Schaffar, 2018). 

 
Martial Law (21 September 1972 - 17 January 1981) was a traumatic episode in Philippine history, 
not only to those who were severely affected by it, but also to those who were witnesses to the 
atrocities. This pushed Filipino writers to write outstanding stories that depict the dark era, among 
these, “The Empire of Memory” by Filipino writer Mario Eric Gamalinda (published in 1992 and was 
later revised in 2000), recipient of numerous recognitions such as the Manila Critics Circle, Palanca 
Awards and the Republic Heritage Award.  This study aims to analyze the fictional retelling of this 
epoch in the history of the Philippines, depicting the journey of a man named Al Diaz during the 
dangerous days of dictatorial rule. The cancer of systemic corruption and human rights violations 
eating away at society, seared in the collective memory, would be redeemed in the bloodless 
revolution of People Power that emancipated democracy in 25 February 1986.  
 

This invective against the return of strongman rule in the Philippines is very grim:  
 

When Martial Law was declared in 1972, then-Philippine dictator Ferdinand Marcos raised the 
communist scare. Duterte raised it once more by claiming that terrorism is the top threat to the 
Philippines despite the ongoing pandemic. In the past, Marcos stressed the need for discipline and 
obedience to the law. Duterte echoed him and even blamed, through his spokesperson, 
‘undisciplined Filipinos’ for the continued spread of the virus — even though the Philippines 
languished under the longest lockdown in the world. As the government opted for a military 
solution to the health crisis, it used the lockdown to legalise authoritarian rule and suppress basic 
rights. There is no need to formally declare Martial Law — it is defacto. A tyrant occupied the 
highest office of the land and his signature fist bump is actually an iron fist. Welcome to the new 
normal (Arao, 2020). 

 
And much darker is the rhetoric that dominated social media in the Philippines with the impending 
return to power of the Marcoses as the dictator’s son advanced for the presidency in May 2022: 
“There was also corruption after the 1986 EDSA Revolution; There was no real change after Marcos 
was ousted – corruption and poverty today is just as bad; It was better during the Marcos years, even 
if corruption was prevalent, at least we had a lot of infrastructure projects. It was the golden age!” 
 
These quotes were among the common refrains filling social media as Filipinos tried to grapple with 
the depth of corruption during the Marcos regime and the persistence of corruption even under the 
post-EDSA reform era.  
 

https://martiallawmuseum.ph/magaral/declaration-of-martial-law/
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1295870/terrorism-is-number-one-problem-npa-worse-than-abu-sayyaf
https://rappler.com/newsbreak/iq/martial-law-explainer-victims-stories
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1259636/fwd-nakakahiya-palace-says-filipinos-should-be-ashamed-as-ph-tops-asean-with-most-virus-cases
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/philippines-virus-cases-soar-past-50000-as-lockdown-eases/2020/07/08/042678c0-c121-11ea-8908-68a2b9eae9e0_story.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/aug/24/australian-spy-chief-criticised-for-fist-pump-gesture-with-philippines-leader-duterte


 
 

 

 

Political scholars and media analysts posited this warning about the Filipinos’ misbegotten 
nostalgia for authoritarian rule: 
 

Suffice to say that the May 2022 elections is a crossroads for the Philippines. The next leadership 
should not be allowed to come into power solely because of false nostalgia over the Marcos era of 
martial law. No Philippine leader should have the opportunity to bring back the same systematic 
centralization of power. Neither should these next leaders persist on the present path of imbalanced 
growth and the failure to correct growing political malfunctions (Ronald Mendoza, 2022). 

 
But alas, the dictator’s son won and the country that has endured almost three decades of 
authoritarian rule is back in limbo. 
 

This paper aims to review the burden of history through a delineation of the language of 
catastrophe used by awarded Filipino writer and literary scholar, Eric Gamalinda, in the novel “The 
Empire of Memory.” 
 

Methodology  
 

Eric Gamalinda’s “The Empire of Memory” is considered one of the few literary pieces that seeks 
to fathom and empathize with the suffering of the Filipinos during one of the darkest eras of Philippine 
history—the Martial Law era. As the title explicitly shows, the novel is centered on the theme of 
memory— its corruption (Lim, 2019).  
 

For this study, the systematic disinformation foisted by the dictatorship will be underscored 
through a close reading of the text and analysis of its ramifications. The three main divisions of the 
book: July 1966: Sod Manila!; The Empire of Memory; and July 1999: Promised Land will be delineated 
focusing on the language of catastrophe embedded in the rhetoric of historical distortionism. 
 

Fortuitous perhaps that this researcher personally knows Gamalinda as he was two years her 
senior in the Faculty of Arts and Letters of the oldest Catholic university in Asia, the University of Santo 
Tomas. He also majored in Journalism and was Literary Section Editor of the school newspaper, The 
Varsitarian. This researcher knew him briefly during their shared years in the campus publication. 
Thus, the researcher knows very well the events fictionalized in the novel, as they were chronicled in 
the so-called “mosquito press”—the handful of publications that dared to hold the line of freedom of 
expression during the dark years of suppression.  
 

Results and Discussion  
 

The Writer 
 

Eric Trinidad Gamalinda is a poet, a fictionist and an essayist. He took undergraduate courses 
at the University of Santo Tomas for three years and the UP for a semester. He was a local fellow for 
poetry of the UP ICW in 1983. In 1990, he went to Great Britain to represent the Philippines in the 
Cambridge International Writers’ Conference and to attend the Hawthornden International Writers’ 
Retreat in Scotland, 1991. he got a Rockefeller Foundation residency in Bellagio, Italy. He participated 
in the Japan International Cooperation Agency’s Programme for the 21st century. He currently works 
with Columbia University’s Center for Investigative Journalism. Gamalinda’s poems are collected in 
Fire Poem/Rain Poem (1976) and Lyrics From a Dead Language (1991). His stories have been 
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gathered in Peripheral Vision (1992). His first novel, Planet Waves (1989), was set during the 
turbulent Martial Law era. A second novel, Confessions of a Volcano (1990), was written after a visit 
to Japan, and explores the differences between Filipino and Japanese consciousness. A third novel, 
The Empire of Memory (1992), is set against the momentous events before, during, and after the 
EDSA revolt. Two of Gamalinda’s poetry collections won prizes in the Palanca. Ara Vos Prec won in 
1985, while Patria y Muerte won in 1988. He also won Palanca awards for: Anatomy of a Passionate 
Derangement, a one-act play in 1980, "Mourning and Weeping in this Valley of Tears," a short story 
in 1988, and "The Unbearable Lightness of EDSA," an essay in 1990. His novel, Planet Waves received 
the National Book Award for fiction from the Manila Critics Circle in 1989. 
 

The Novel “The Empire of Memory” 
 

Two young gifted writers are hired by Dictator Marcos to rewrite Philippine history: the older, 
man jaded Jun Hidalgo, who becomes tutor to the seven years younger, adventurous tyro, Alfonso 
Diaz, who narrates the story. Their less than noble mission: to make it appear that Marcos was 
destined to rule the country in perpetuity. Working from an office called Agency for the Scientific 
Investigation of the Absurd (ASIA), they set out on a quest that will take them across a surreal 
panorama of Philippine politics and history, and in the process expose to vulnerability their ethical 
principles and beliefs. This fictional landscape includes mythological sultans, mercenaries, the 
Beatles, messianic Amerasian rock stars, faith healers, spies, torturers, sycophants, social climbers, 
sugar barons, millenarian vigilantes, generals and communists—a fantastic array of characters, who 
are culled from real events nevertheless. Like the allegorical journey of Dante the pilgrim in the 
Divina Comedia, the saints and sinners populating Gamalinda’s Empire of Memory have much to go 
through in their randezvous with history.  
 

Analysis 
 

The recurring motif of disinformation advances the narrative of The Empire of Memory. The 
novelist Gamalinda used actual events in the Philippines to weave his fanatastic tale that meanders 
from Metro Manila to the Batanes Island chain, to an undesignated Isneg Reservation, to Isla de San 
Miguel (somewhere between Cebu and Samar) in the course of Martial Law as the dictator builds up 
of his iron clad empire through the so-called New Society. The veteran media magician Jun sacrifices 
truth for expediency, and Al, his shadow, is caught up in the fabrications. Jun is cynical about his role 
as propagandist yet he has no qualms in all his pursuits of deception. The ‘I” narrator, Al expends all 
his genius to dispatch the schemes and projects of his mentor—making up stories to distort the truth.  
 

The novel opens with the coming of the Beatles to Manila, for which First Lady Imelda 
harnessed all her power for an exclusive lunch with the quartet, but her schemes ended in a fiasco. 
But it was not only her machinations that went awry, also the plot of upstarts officials in the military 
to ingratiate themselves to the conjugal dictatorship. Recounted Jun: “Marcos is going to bypass 
everybody and build up an army of his own. All these new guys will be licking his boots, there’s 
nothing the generals can do about it” (p. 21). Martial Law held fast its vise-grip on the country so long 
as Marcos held the military in the palm of his hands through bribery. In this prologue chapter, 
Gamalinda underscores the systemic deception that the dictator maneuvered to keep his power. 
 

In the Chapter “A Lost Tribe”, Gamalinda points to “a land both fact and fiction, where 
generations leave no trace of themselves and everything is constantly wiped out, punctually, by 
clockwork destruction: typhoon, tsunami, earthquake, drought. Because of this we have no memory 



 
 

 

 

of ourselves: we remember only the last deluge, the last seismic upheaval” (pp. 19-20). In this chapter 
is recounted the hoax of the prehistoric tribe claimed to be discovered by a crony of the dictator, 
which was actually a ruse to cover up a huge mining operation. Mythmaking was complete with the 
coverage of National Geographic, but the prevarication was later uncovered when two people were 
killed in the mountain habitat of the so-called stone age tribe. One of the tools of deception of Martial 
Law is to concoct stories like this, to occupy the minds of the simple folks while the rape of the 
environment goes unabated and the cronies enrich themselves. 
 

In tracing the genealogy of the First Lady, Gamalinda takes the reader to the Visayas, 
scrutinizing Villa del Fuego’s history, where the roots of Imelda Marcos’ mania for ostentations and 
malversations are rooted. In the chapter “Blood and Glory” is recounted the collapse of the Manila 
Film Palace, where workers were buried alive in fresh cement as the contractors were ordered to 
finish the building in record haste for the First Manila International Film Festival project of the first 
daughter, Imee. To appease the spirits which haunted the film palace after this tragedy, Imelda 
ordered a canao or tribal exorcism. While animal sacrifice was going on, something eerie transpired: 
“The lights began to flicker more strongly. A wind blew in and threw open one of the entrance doors. 
The chandeliers swayed, sending long shadows all over the hall.  The observers inched closer to one 
another in fear. There was a sob somewhere. And then, when everything subsided, all the lights went 
on” (p.160). Here, unequivocably, Gamalinda is positing that the Marcoses controlled even the 
recesses of hades. This was too powerful even for the educated to contend with, as Filipinos are wont 
to be superstitious.  
 

In the chapter “A Wedding” is recounted the sickeningly opulent wedding of the conjugal 
dictatorship’s youngest daughter Irene to the scion of an old rich family, Greggy Araneta, packaged 
like a royal wedding, complete with a horse-drawn carriage imported from Austria. But the 
bacchanalia was cursed by a strong earthquake that devastated six towns in Ilocos, Marcos bailiwick. 
Gamalinda’s narrative was dramatic: “The church of Saint Monica was ripped apart, its tower 
chopped off clearly and the rubble gathered to a dusty mound below. Inside, the church beams 
crashed into the altar and the pews, lopping off the heads of saints and the wings of seraphim… When 
the rescue teams brought out food from the Red Cross and the nunneries in Manila, nobody inside 
the church moved. Nobody made a sound” (p.200). Here, the Marcoses have reached a point of no 
return as even the heavens are wailing from their wantoness.  
 

Their days of infamy will end very soon after the earthquake, with the assassination of Senator 
Benigno Aquino, Marcos’ nemesis. “Two days later, the senator, dressed in a white suit, arrived on a 
plane from Hong Kong and was shot pointblank from the back of the tarmac. She (Imelda) wept 
bitterly for the fate of the country, and then she walked slowly into the presidential bedroom, 
towards the president’s sickbed to hell him of the sad event” (p, 204). Of course, Imelda was shedding 
tears not for the country they had plundered, but for her own impending fall from grace, as she was 
now the power behind the throne abdicated by her husband who was sick with lupus. The bloodless 
revolution dubbed People Power freed the country from the dictatorship on 22 February 1986. 

Conclusion  
 

Dictatorship, Deception, Dementia and Decay are the four horsemen in the Martial Law 
apocalypse. The pestilence that was Martial law was rendered dramatic by Gamalinda, with his 
powerful words and images taken from real events, borne by archived data. His goal is to immortalize 
historical fact by fictionalizing it in the novel “The Empire of Memory.”  
 



 
 

 
  

 

The rapacity of Ferdinand and Imelda are borne by court records both local and international. 
The political and economic infrastructure of plunder supporting the Marcos dictatorship are 
irrefutably exposed in the book “Some are Smarter than Others (Manapat, 2020). All that Gamalinda 
needed to do was to weave the tales of greed into a saga that is disturbing to make it timeless. 
 

Gamalinda’s subversive defiance is hardly surprising since he writes against the backdrop of 
radical tradition common in Philippine Literature: turn of the century Propaganda Movement waged 
by Jose Rizal and his compatriots, the 1940 proletarianization of literature spearheaded by Salvador 
P. Lopez and the appearance of emergent literature during and after Martial Law (Sonza, 1997). 
 

Sadly in the May 2022 elections, it is said that about 31 million Filipinos voted for the dictator’s 
son, Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos, Jr., catapulting him into office as the first majority president in 
the post-1987 Philippines. It was called a cautionary tale  as many international observers wonder 
how Filipinos elected Marcos Jr. to the highest office in the land after driving the family out of the 
country just 36 years ago. On their decades-long road to Malacañang, the Marcoses worked tirelessly 
to rehabilitate their image. Most recently, social media emerged as a critical platform for fostering 
nostalgia for the martial law period, glamourizing the Marcos family, and whitewashing the history 
of the Marcos regime (Quitzon, 2022). 
 

In this post-truth age, when many Filipinos are lured by you tube and tiktok propaganda, 
literature written by those with a keen sense of history must be brought to light. “The Empire of 
Memory” by Gamalinda is one inscrutable work of fiction that must be read by the new generation to 
whom much is owed by those who lived through the time of unspeakable horrors and who 
understand the language of catastrophe too well. 
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Abstract  

 
What we faced when we were having Covid Pandemic is really not so different after all from the 

Black Death Plague. When we faced a new normal as the strength of our society, it was not the case 
inside the Black Death. English language and literature that was still not noticeable somehow became 
a big part of society. Despite the small amount of literary works, English and the development became 
stronger and stronger. Somehow, it created a missing link between how and why the development 
happened. There must be something bigger compared to what we see in history books. It's like an iceberg 
on the Atlantic Ocean. That's why we as the researcher planned to out-streak and analyze what was 
happening. With the qualitative method and the combination of socio-history approach, it is revealed 
that Black death didn't only affect how society relied their shoulders on faith and belief. It is also proved 
that religion can be the spark of literature as a revoke and the reason why some of the literary work 
impacted the development of English language and its literary works. Not only it affected the literary 
work, but the effects from the plague also created another sight of faith and belief from the contrary to 
popular belief. 
 
Keywords: literature, medieval, plague  
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

What we had faced when we got struck down by the Covid pandemic is a mirror of socialization 
and its movement for humans when plague freshly hit. Like a big reset button for humanity, plague 
has become part of human life and its journey. From the beginning of its existence, plague shapes the 
black and white of human’s society. Pandemic, as the established product of plague, has been steering 
the way for humans to connect, realize, and rebuild their collapsed life. They become more intrigued 
with what sparks their mind and what turns their dime. Surprisingly, not only it moves what is 
happening, but it also conjugates to what lies beneath their consciousness. As a form of despair, faith 
is rising as glory as how people see dimes and gold. Religion as a faith becomes a hit for how it 
establishes how they talk and what’s on their mind. 
 

Stating the condition from how people start to take a serious deliberation of religion, English 
language becomes a part of everyday life. Not only it occupies and interchanges the Latin and France 
as a lingua franca, it roots to the embodiment of human’s culture. What we can read and see in a piece 
of literature is a present from people in the olden days. How English and its literary works became a 
part of a big civilization throughout several generations is truly amazing work. English is still 
considered a small and merrily a new language. Yet, somehow it becomes stronger and stronger as 
the pandemic of plague rises. People began to take further notice of the usage of the English language. 
Wide selections of literary works are proving how grand and massive it is through plague. 
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William Langland with his Piers Plowman, alongside Geoffrey Chaucer with his Canterbury Tales,, are 
the pure representation of how literature begins to rise. Chaucer comes as a refreshment to the mind 
of those who wander upon the new sight of church. Pilgrims and alliterative were, perhaps, the only 
recovered and existing literary work beneath the Black Death era. Langland, as it so-called the 
partner of it is a contrast to the fact of how the English language was a dominant language for every 
stratum in society. Driven from the fact of the massive translation product between the rises of John 
Wycliffe, it somehow created a big question mark upon our knowledge. Not only being represented 
through a texted media, apparently, some of the embodiment of the oral piece has been successfully 
restored over the past few decades. 
 

The great despair and prominent scene from an oral history of Ring Around the Rosie, become 
a silent pair of eyes. A simple and yet notable tune to represent how the agony of black death had 
successfully eaten the un-sin life. It chanted merily as children gathered around in a small circle, 
chanting and acting the perfect scene of how the process of creepy treatment from the church and 
government. This is another proof of how massive the strengthening of English language 
development during those black and gray worlds. How come the practice of this oral history never 
been published by the authority as a part of documentation’s track? Is it simply because we were 
illiterate entities in the olden days? 
 

Apart from that, how English literature and empowerment lose its deep connection with the 
plague create a big missing link to the history of English and its literature. It is, indeed, quite ironic 
for such a big language like English. With how massive it starts from just a matter of religion, to the 
missing link of the embodiment of literature, Black Death is surely a gold masterpiece of language. 
There’s surely something that lies beneath the uncompleted bridge of English literary development, 
especially during Black Death. Therefore, with this paper, we would like to analyze what actually 
happened. Especially, the intention of the paper is to reveal what could happen for the missing of the 
literature.  

 

Literature Review 
 

Like proofing history, there are some of the resources to guide us compiling all the missing 
pieces. When we talk about literature, the first thing which inevitably pops out in our head is written 
literature.  One of the literatures we considered taking is "PRIEST PLOWMAN WITH SIR GAWAIN 
AND THE GREEN KNIGHT, PEARL, SIR OFEO (ANON.)." by William Langland back in 1930. The 
biggest consideration is that to track back what was happening purely from the plague we need to 
take deeper research from the actual depiction of the unfortunate event. By looking at what was being 
written by William Langland, we can uncover the missing link of what happened when plague struck 
society. 
 

In addition, we try to dig more information about what was happening before and during the 
plague. With the help of an article titled “Black Death” from the History.com as well as an article by 
Sha Ha titled “Plague and Literature in Western Europe, from Giovanni Boccaccio to Albert Camus.”, 
we can hopefully crack open the plague from how it could happen and what was the outcome from 
the emergence. 
 

Of course, we need to understand what was happening from a different perspective and not 
only from the general insight. Since plague and literature movement can’t be separated with religious 
movement, we decided to take further information from “CANTERBURY TALES”, composed by 



 
 

 

 

Geoffrey Chaucer, released back in 1908. With the help of Geoffrey Chaucer literary work, many 
representations of what happened during the supposed evangelical movement in literary 
development can be uncovered. As for the further implication and application of the literary work in 
further research, we also consider citing some latest article journals. 
 

Lollardy as the impact for the language and literature can’t be neglected from here. That is why 
we consider citing a journal article titled “Wyclif and Lollardy” by Stephen Lahey in 2001. We also 
decided to create an approach for fulfilling our strategy of using socio-history aspects as the 
foundation to recover the movement of English language and its relation to the society. Therefore, to 
strengthen the understanding of the English language in its movement for becoming lingua franca, 
we considered to take deeper recognition to the book titled “Concise Oxford Companion to The 
English Language” by Tom McArthur.  
 

Furthermore, with the help of an article journal titled “Literature and Society: How Literature 
Reflects Society.” created by S. Keerthika back in 2018, we can unfold and tie the red thread to 
uncover what had been missed from the previous researchers. This fundamental and strong based 
information will boost and maximize our movement in order to recover and re-emerge what has been 
buried from our sight.  
 

Methodology 
 

As a form of social reality, which covers and reveals the depiction of society, literature and its 
product classified as a pure form of idea. Literature never reveals itself without the emergence of 
disturbance in society. Without a fuse from the surrounding of the writer, there will be no chance for 
literature to survive and even exist beyond their mind. Any discipline might emerge from nothing to 
a thing, but it is almost too insane if we push that logic to literature and its development. Literature 
is a giant web, linked together to all the historical and sociological events during its strengthening 
and developing phase.  
Judging from that understanding, as a human and researchers, we planned and out-staked any 
missing piece about plague with the recorded history, as well as socio-history aspects with socio-
history approach. Qualitative method in order to explain the web of historical events related to the 
recorded literary works. Both of these methods are perfect to explain further about how the event 
can evoke the further work of literature. Moreover, it is a perfect approach to the catastrophic event, 
which is the plague itself.  With the use of both of that method, hopefully it can be the best approach 
to reveal any missing link and further analysis, regarding plague and its literary works. 

 

Findings and Discussion 
 

1.  The ‘Peaceful’ World and The Visitation of The Black Death 
 

As what the tide can tell us about the sea, the world needs a wallop to make it livelier than a 
mere place where things live. Long ago before this paper was written—about 8 centuries back from 
today—Britain had a visitation of a plague called The Black Death. It was a deadly bubonic plague in 
which those who were infected had no vision of their life for the upcoming five days and further—
the life that was theirs in the first place was taken abruptly as the infection incubated in a particular 
victim's body (Editor History.com 2021).   
 

The presence of the plague had made the world moved (Ha 2021). Humans needed to pursue 



 
 

 
  

 

their continuity of life while they witnessed the small chance of surviving in the bubonic pestilence. 
Before they could blink their eyes, many sectors had been redeemed because of plague. From nothing 
to something, plague appeared and became something that was worse than what humans had 
experienced before.  
 

No more utopian fantasy for society. No more happily ever after for each noon when the sun 
greets goodbye. Only two phases they need to face now, to live or die. No one knows when it will end 
or when it will strike them next. It was just a matter of luck and time. 
 
2.  People and Noose of Hope 
 

It was just like when Pandora opened her gift from God. Like a stack of dominoes, which was 
irreversible, plague became the only fear and despair to society. It invaded human’s life not only by 
becoming a menace of their health-soundness, but also growing scourge towards those who should 
continue living their life in calamity. Nobody knew when this catastrophe would end. Nobody knew 
what would happen next. All they had in mind was this is me and what can I do. It's about the choice 
between hell and hell; people were not given any chance to choose how they should survive in such 
a situation.  
 

There was no time left for palpitating. Every hour was important, and crucial. Yet, they still 
haven't figured out what they should rely on. Thus, they should immediately find hope to at least, live 
their life of tomorrow. That is what we call the early sparks of religion. It was a great desperation for 
any of them who still want to live and be whatever they want to be. What drove people insane is a 
gold to the others. The Church, the ‘official’ agency of human relation to God, might have seen this 
opportunity to embark its domination towards people. Of course, an enormous and powerful entity 
will surely Humanity be like a designated robot, designed to work and walk from the mind of the 
priest.  
 

With such a great power, it always follows with great responsibility. That's what it was 
supposed to be. It was not the case for the priest and the church. Cited from the article journal, in title 
Wycliff and Lollardy by Stephen Lahey (2001) Priestly authority may be necessary for guidance, but 
when priests assume that the office allows its holders secular power, they confuse two kinds of law. 
The Church is defined by Christ’s law, which is exemplified by Christ’s life and illustrated by the purity 
of the early Church (Lahey and Lahey 2001).  
 

What was normally white became not so pure. What was black somehow turned into white 
little by little. Massive opportunity was well executed by the false hands. Nevertheless, they didn't 
have a choice but to be in line with what the authorities told them.  
 
3. Priest and Prejudice 
 

Human’s heart is the most sensitive and vulnerable yet mighty possession humans have. 
Despair, on the other hand, pushed all hopes and dreams, crushed it into tiny specks of dust floating 
in the air. Humans have no desire for what will happen and what comes next. A search for a light in a 
desert of unwatered civilization had come to its end. A relic of light, created from The Almighty of 
God later became the possession of everyone’s mind. It taught them how to talk, how to shape their 
mind, and even taught them how to write. Such an ironic phase for an entity who could produce more 
than just what they will eat and do for the next morning. Religion took its turn as a comfort zone and 



 
 

 

 

a corner of the constitution. 
 
With will or no will, willy nilly they had to agree with what was being told inside the bible. 

Sacrecy of ideas became strictly focused on the bible and its revolution among society. Hard to digest 
but a must to invest. It was how it felt back in the olden days. Only the high classed one could digest 
it. When people felt unfamiliar and unsure, priests with their prejudice took almost anything. 
Everything is by design of the priest and its clergy. Never to be seen by society, the ideal practice of 
puresoul is hidden from every pair of eyes. 

 
Someone had enough of this malpractice. As a revocation to the miserable condition, John 

Wycliff recited what he stated as an urgency to the redemption of sin practice. Wycliff began to 
question the belongings for the priest's action for the indulging of sin redemption. And so, the journey 
of the legend, John Wycliff was started to sharpen back everyone’s mine. The practice of his bible 
translation became the birth of mind awakening. Wycliff cracked open the history of scriptural 
Christianity in its theology. His work, which closely re-embarked with the evangelical church. He 
decided to put the practical use of the bible practice over the theological understanding from what it 
was driven from the source.  
 

Cited from the article journal, in title Wycliff and Lollardy by Stephen Lahey (2001) it stated 
that Wyclif frequently refers to material possessions as the vilest elements in the church, “the dung 
of the mystical body of Christ,” contending that nullification of the Donation and the divestment of 
ecclesiastical office of all material authority are the only means by which evangelical lords will be 
cleansed of this filth. If the well-being of the Church requires using material things, he suggests, then 
let it be sustained by alms provided by the grace-favored civil lords (Lahey and Lahey 2001). And so, 
from that moment Wycliff devoted himself to purely representing his heart to translate the bible.  
 

Evangelical theology from what the church is supposed to be is his biggest motivation. His work 
sparked the curiosity of citizens. Cited from the book in title Concise Oxford Companion to The 
English Language by Tom McArthur (2005) The translation into the 14c dialect of the East Midlands 
and London by John Wycliffe and such helpers as Nicholas Hereford and John Purvey was the first 
attempt to produce the complete Bible in English. It was hugely popular and widely circulated by 
itinerant bible-men, with manuscript copies of the NT selling for six months’ wages; one copy of a 
few chapters sold for a load of hay (McArthur T 2005). His work then also contributed to the 
development and strengthening of the English language. 

 
Not only it became a freshness to anyone’s mind to seek for guidance, it also revoked the spirit 

of vulnerable truth. Truth that became the pivot in a model of literary work. From the basic 
understanding of what is a word and what is a phrase, many intellectuals decided to express what 
they want to cite. It awoke the spirit of inquisitive mind. Later on, society was brave enough to write 
what they feel and what they think. 

 
 

4.  William Langland and Piers Plowman 
 

Piers Plowman, once had no name of its writer. As what can be found in Piers Plowman’s 
Introduction, in one of 250 volumes in Everyman’s Library, Langland’s life is hardly to be traced—
thus, little is known about him. He also didn’t come from such a strong family background. Langland 
was an agricultural worker, meaning that he was not from such a wealthy family nor noble lineage. 



 
 

 
  

 

In some ways, it could be a blessing in disguise. The year 1330 was the probable birth of William 
Langland, son of a gentleman from Oxfordshire. Presumably 58 years later, in 1388, Langland was 
dead. The topic of Langland’s life told in chronology might not make a very long story, thus, by this 
sentence, Piers Plowman will be the main topic of this section.  
 

Piers Plowman, to be precise the A Text, was first written in the 1360s. Question may arise on 
what ‘A text’ is; Piers Plowman was distinguished into three manuscripts by the great Victorian editor, 
William Walter Skeat—the three distinct versions are still known as A, B, and C Text. The B Text was 
written in the 1370s while The C Text was in the 1380s. It was deeply regretted that none of the 
versions is final; at least, Piers still survives and becomes the only poem of Langland which has done 
it; it equals his devotion of so many years of work to its composition and revision. Written as the 
plague burst into society, Piers depicted the moment well by Long Will’s dreams. The contents of Piers 
Plowman are not far from what happened at the time it was made—the word ‘plague’ itself was 
mentioned frequently.   
 

Considering the fact that Langland was not a nobleman nor scholar whom person was close 
enough to academical enhancement, he was quite sensitive and had the urge to pile the occurrences 
happening in that time, including the great plague, The Balck Death. If then it is compared to those 
who both were considerate as a ‘royal’ and did write something as the plague was happening at the 
moment, Langland did have a step further and it shows us that great literature doesn’t always come 
from high class stratification. Even also, Piers Plowman had made a spark towards mass movement 
against the dominating power. The Peasant Revolt, was a great achievement of this very monumental 
work of William Langland.  

 
5.  Geoffrey Chaucer and Canterbury Tales 
 

Canterbury Tales is one of those monumental literature products of English annals. The writer 
of this work was then a son, probably the only son of a wine merchant, John Chaucer and his wife 
Agnes: Geoffrey Chaucer. He was born in the early 1340s in London and died on 25 October 1400. 
Thus, Geoffrey Chaucer was still so young when The Black Death reached England.  
Unlike Langland who created literary work based on what actually happened when the plague did 
pervade, Chaucer depicted how society drove people uneasy. Pilgrims, as the present from 
Chaucher’s mind to society, could mesmerize whoever possessed a novelty of humor, in a perfect 
sarcasm bowtie. Whenever people opened and read Chauchers’, they could really point out their 
finger and relate to what he wrote. Sure, it was hard to digest, but the impact was powerful. 
Chaucer came as the first stepping stone to which it established the greatest writer, William 
Shakespeare. Without the work from his mind and heart, there is no strengthening and developing 
movement of English literature. His works reemerge the indulgence of a further literary work and its 
movement, to which it has accustomed nowadays. Chaucer was meritorious for the further 
revitalization of English literature.  
 

Concluding Remarks 
 

The moment humans undergo; the era where people live, can sometimes be depicted in the 
form of human’s creation. Thus, literature often becomes a reliable source of annals. Literature, in 
some ways, is more than mere imagination of each writer. The literature realm lives and makes its 
excessive existence—even beyond this mortal world. As what’s been told and said and mentioned in 
so many previous studies, literature is close to society (S. Keerthika 2018). We can see the encoded 



 
 

 

 

information of a certain situation by literature evoked in that particular era.  
 
The Medieval era was then experiencing a devastating plague called the Black Death. It killed 

most of the population living in England by the 1350s. Those who were unable to survive would last 
their lives less than a week; the remaining people alive were even no better. Basically, humans living 
in and going through the pestilence both mentally and mortally perished.  
 

William Langland and Geoffrey Chaucer came as the hero for both archaic English and for the 
literature realm in general. Their piece of art, Piers Plowman and Canterbury Tales had made an 
enormous impact on our generation in seeing what happened in medieval era, precisely The Black 
Plague event.  
 

Black Plague was one of those substantial occurrences ever recorded in history. If we then 
associate this reality, there should be a massive amount of literature produced in that epoch, but, the 
reality says conversely. As the appearing literature products were not found in such a large number, 
it violates the idea in which literature is close to human’s life. We as the researcher had expected 
various works of literature in medieval—to be precise at the range of 13th and 14th century. 
However, the reliable sources of literature which mentioned the plague inside were, once again, very 
rare to be found. Questions may emerge in this situation on what truly made literary works so scarce 
from that era.  
 

At the end of the day, it was not because they, as a human, in their culture and society were 
illiterate. It was also because of the redemption of ideas and secularization of faith and belief. Once 
there was an actual person who braved enough and emerged with their idea, people took it as a 
chance. However, we can’t also see the revocation of faith secularization as a bad thing. Without its 
presence as a whip to everyone’s idealization, literature would have never met with curious and 
intellectual beings. Gold heroes, who were brave and hard enough will, to push what’s white and 
what’s black.  
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Abstract  

 
The Javanese have been in touch with the Chinese for a long time. Since the time of Majapahit, 

Mataram, Surakarta-Yogyakarta, until now the Chinese have been involved in the arena of Javanese 
society. In Javanese society, the Chinese have their own stereotypes. For example, ethnic Chinese are 
known to be exclusive, stingy, and cunning. The situation of Chinese ethnicity assimilated in Javanese 
society is also recorded in the literary world. This can be seen in several short stories, among others. This 
study uses the theory of sociology of literature. In this theory, literature is seen as a reflection of society. 
The method used is the library method. Short stories that contain ethnic Chinese as characters are 
examined and analyzed. Based on the analysis, it can be seen that there are several writers who present 
the characters as ethnic Chinese. The short stories, "Liong" by Iman Budhi Santosa, "Cik Hwa" by 
Gunawan Budi Susanto, "Golek Gagakan" by Impian Nopitasari, and "Karo Nona Laily Nonton Wayang 
Thithi" by Sunarko Budiman. In these stories, it turns out that the image of Chinese ethnicity is not as 
bad as the stereotypes in society. Precisely ethnic Chinese have several advantages. Ethnic Chinese are 
described as generous people, able to blend in with society, and even fall in love with Javanese people. 
Several short stories also depict ethnic Chinese as victims. With these short stories, it can be seen how 
the inner depiction of the Javanese people actually towards ethnic Chinese. The Chinese are considered 
united in the midst of Javanese society. 
 
Keywords: Javanese literature, short stories, Chinese ethnicity, sociology of literature, Java soul 
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

The Javanese have been in touch with the Chinese for a long time. Since the days of Majapahit, 
Mataram, Surakarta-Yogyakarta, until now the Chinese have been involved in the Javanese society. 
However, for the Javanese people, the Chinese have their own stereotypes. For example, the Chinese 
ethnicity is known to be exclusive, stingy, and cunning. 
 

The situation of Chinese ethnicity in Javanese society is also recorded in the literary world. The 
presence of ethnic Chinese figures already exists in works published before Indonesian 
independence. One example is Mrs. Hien in the novel Ngulandara (Quinn, 1992:63; Widati et al., 
2001: 117). 
 

The presence of ethnic Chinese figures is also seen in several short stories. Therefore, this study 
focused on the presence of Chinese ethnicity in Javanese short stories. How are the characters in the 
story? It will also show the author's view of ethnic Chinese. 
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This study uses the theory of sociology of literature. Sociology is the objective and scientific 
study of humans in society and the study of social institutions and processes. Sociology studies social 
institutions and all matters of the economy, religion, politics, etc., all of which are social structures. 
Thus, an overview will be obtained of the ways in which humans adapt to their environment, the 
mechanisms of socialization, and the civilizing process that places community members in their 
respective places (Damono, 2010: 9). In this study, it will be discussed the relationship between 
Javanese people and Chinese ethnicity which is described in Javanese short stories. How the Javanese 
society in the short story, and whether the depiction is in accordance with the behavior adopted by 
the Javanese community is. 
 

When discussing the relationship between literature and society, there are two aspects that 
need to be considered. First, literature is often placed as a social portrait. It reveals the condition of 
society at a certain time. He is also seen as exuding the nature of his era. From there, literature 
provides a unique understanding of social situations, beliefs, ideologies, and individual expectations 
that actually represent the culture of their nation. In that context, studying the literary works of a 
nation is essentially no different from trying to understand the culture of the nation concerned. It not 
only represents the social conditions that occurred at a certain time, but also resembles a reflection 
of the development of thought and culture of the people (Mahayana, 2007: 22-23). In other words, 
something expressed by the author is influenced by the culture behind it. Second, the author 
perceives the culture around him. In this case the author can criticize or support the culture behind 
it. 
 

This research was conducted using the library method. Therefore, the first step was to collect 
Javanese short stories featuring characters from Chinese ethnicity. The criteria included in this study 
are Javanese short stories that tell the Chinese ethnic living in Javanese society. 
Finally, four Javanese short stories (Crita Cekak/cerkak) were selected that met these criteria, namely 
"Liong" by Iman Budhi Santosa, "Golek Gagakan" by Impian Nopitasari, "Karo Nona Laily Nonton 
Wayang Thithi" by Sunarko Budiman, and "Cik Hwa by Gunawan Budi Susanto. Cerkak "Liong" was 
published in the anthology Kalang Kinantang. "Golek Gagakan" was published in the 16th edition of 
the Javanese Magazine Swaratama published by the Balai Bahasa of Central Java Province. "Karo 
Nona Laily Nonton Wayang Thithi" is included in the short story anthology of Wah Jan Sodrun and 
"Cik Hwa" is included in the short story anthology of Wah Jan Sodrun. Actually, there are also Javanese 
short stories that tell about ethnic Chinese but the setting is in China. Thus the short story is not 
included in the criteria so it is not studied. 
 

Results and Discussion 
 

It has been stated that there are four short stories that depict Chinese ethnic figures. First, the 
short story "Liong". The short story tells of an ethnic Chinese called Liong. Liong is a man who owns 
an electronics shop in Solo. He has a wife named Sri. The setting of the short story is the beginning of 
the reformation period in 1998. At that time there were many demonstrations in Indonesian cities. 
Economic conditions that are increasingly difficult to make people volatile. One of the cities that was 
turbulent because of the demonstrations was Solo. At that time even the demonstrators burned shops 
in the city. Liong became one of the victims of the incident. The shop was burnt down. In the condition 
of losing all his possessions, Liong went with Sri back to his village to start a new life. 

In the short story, it can be seen that there is a mix of ethnic Chinese and Javanese. An obvious 
example is inter-ethnic marriage. Sri, who was a pure Javanese, became his wife. In fact, Liong feels 
more Javanese than Chinese. This can be seen explicitly in the following quote. 



 
 

 

 

 
Mula wiwit cilik sejatine Liong wis rumangsa dudu Cina, nanging Jawa. Bareng diwasa, golek bojo 
ya kudune wong Jawa. Babar pisan ora duwe grenjet karo prawan Cina. Umur selawe mlebu Islam 
lan nglakoni sunat. Mbaka sethithik tradhisine Cina disuda. Ganti ngrasuk adat tata cara kejawen 
nganti seprene. Nanging, mbokmenawa wis rejekine. Bisa ketemu jodho bareng ngunduri tuwa. 
Ndilalah lagi manten anyar, tokone kena aradan jaman edan. Bubar dadakan! (Santosa, 2021: 
47) 

 
At first, Liong has been felt that he is not Chinese. After he is mature he look for wife, she must be 
Javanese. He feels nothing to Chinese girl. At twenty five, he converted to Moslem and practicing 
circumcision. Slow but sure, his Chinese tradition is vanished. Replaced by traditional kejawen 
custom until now. However, it is fortune. He can meet mate in his elder age. In the time of nis newly 
marriage, His shop has been hit by chaos times. Disband suddenly! (Santosa, 2021: 47) 
 

Since childhood, Liong used to play with Javanese children. Thus, he does not live exclusively, 
but wants to mingle with people of Javanese ethnicity. Lions are described as feeling that they live on 
an equal footing with other Javanese. He lives in harmony with his friends. This is in accordance with 
the ethics that apply in Java. In Javanese society there are two basic rules, namely the principle of 
harmony and the principle of respect. The principle of harmony aims to maintain society in a 
harmonious state (Suseno, 2003: 39). This principle prioritizes singleness in the sense of unity, 
meaning good order, smooth relationships, and the absence of disturbances (Mulder, 2007: 251). 
 

In addition to showing assimilation, the story “Liong” also depicts ethnic Chinese as victims of 
injustice. Lion has been doing good all this time. However, his shop was burned just because he was 
of Chinese descent. In other words, society is described only looking at a person's physical form. Lions 
are still seen as Chinese even though their souls and hearts have become Javanese. 
 

Lion is described as having a Javanese soul. In him is embedded the principle of harmony. This 
principle is to eliminate, or at least reduce the existing conflicts. The way to reduce the conflict is to 
put it second, even if it is necessary to give up personal interests for the sake of mutual agreement. 
This is done because a conflict usually breaks out when conflicting interests collide (Suseno, 2003: 
40). In the short story, Liong does not want conflict by retaliating for the actions of those who harm 
him. However, he prefers to retreat away and live in a new place. Thus, he has eliminated conflict in 
accordance with the Javanese way of life. 
 

The depiction of the Lion who has a Javanese soul is not only in sight and language. This is also 
reflected in the rituals he performs. When he loses his possessions, he goes into his former shop. 
Liong covered his body with soot from his burning shop. Next, on the way to the village, he threw 
himself and bathed in the clear river. The soot that covered him was swept away by the water. He 
became clean again. Lion's action is similar to the tradition of ruwatan, which is to cleanse the soul 
from the impurities of the world. Liong hopes that his life in a new place will completely wash away 
his painful past. 
 

In addition, the Lion is also described as a person who does not only aim at material things. 
This is in contrast to the ethnic Chinese stereotype that places great importance on wealth and is 
oriented towards money and profit. Lion willingly accepted the fact that his wealth had been lost. The 
loss is considered a disaster that must be endured. This mindset is very similar to the Javanese 
concept, namely narima ing pandum. This shows that Liong adheres to the Javanese spiritual concept. 



 
 

 
  

 

 
The short story “Liong” thus does not only tell the mingling between Java and China. Moreover, 

ethnic Chinese can also adhere to the Javanese mindset and philosophy. In the short story Liong is 
even described as more "Javanese" than most Javanese people in terms of sincerity or acceptance of 
destiny. 
 

The short story “Golek Gagakan” depicts the theme of assimilation between ethnic Chinese and 
Javanese. The short story also describes flashbacks of the burning of shops belonging to ethnic 
Chinese during the 1998 riots. “Golek Gagakan” describes Bagus character who has children 
attending kindergarten. One day while picking up his son, Bagus met Babah Ong, an ethnic Chinese 
he used to know very well but had not seen for a long time. They reminisce about Bagus's childhood 
and Babah Ong's kindness and generosity. During the meeting it was also revealed that Babah Ong 
disappeared because he fled abroad after his shop was set on fire during a demonstration. 
 

The theme of assimilation can be found in the story that Babah Ong is friends with Haji Umar, 
an ethnic Javanese. Babah Ong also got along well with other Javanese people. The short story “Golek 
Gagakan” reflects the harmonious inter-ethnic and inter-religious relationship. Assimilation is not 
only done by Babah Ong. His family did the same. Meimei, her son, loves to play in the fields with 
Bagus and his friends. Despite being rich, Meimei still plays with the poor Bagus. Likewise with Babah 
Ong who did not question the poverty of the Bagus family. 
 

The stingy ethnic Chinese stereotype is refuted by the presence of Babah Ong's character in the 
story. This can be seen from the following quote. 

 
Babah Ong iki loma banget, ora kaya sing dituduhake wong-wong yen wong peranakan iku pelit 
(Nopitasari, 2020:12). 
Babah Ong is very generous, not like that is accused of people that, the offspring are stingy 
(Nopitasari, 2020:12). 

 
In this quote, apart from mentioning the views of the Javanese towards Chinese ethnicity, it 

also clearly describes the nature of Babah Ong. The Chinese were very generous. This is shown by 
often giving fruit, as well as food to Bagus. 
 

However, Babah Ong's kindness is not always well received by the community. Babah Ong was 
one of the victims of the 1998 riots. His shop was burned down by demonstrators just because he 
was of Chinese. Thus, in the short story Babah Ong is also placed as a victim. Only, Babah Ong and his 
family can escape abroad so that he and his family are safe. 
 

The story of the assimilation of the Javanese with the Chinese is also found in "Karo Nona Laily 
Nonton Wayang Thithi". The short story tells of a Javanese named Narko who likes to watch wayang 
from China. While watching that, he met Laily, the son of a baker. The storyline does not show sharp 
conflict, but the romantic spice makes the storyline dynamic. Narko is described as already familiar 
with the Chinese culture in his city. Narko often went to the temple to watch wayang with people 
from China. 
 

The setting of the place and time when Narko and Laily together watch the Thithi Puppet shows 
Narko's mood that likes Laily. Likewise, Laily is also described as happy and comfortable enjoying 
being together with Narko. Their togetherness shows that love does not look at ethnic differences. 



 
 

 

 

 
The intermingling side in “Karo Nona Laily Nonton Wayang Thithi” can be seen from Laily's 

friendly and not arrogant nature in the following quote. 
 

Nona Laily sing kulite kuning resik, semu soklat katon kaya wong Jawa ndeles. Genah kleru banget 
yen nganti ana wong ngarani yen Nona Laily iku sombong utawa kurang menarik! Kleru! Sing 
genah Nona Laily iku manis, sanajan mripate rada sayu. Umure mung kacek telung taun luwih 
tuwa aku. Saiki dheweke isih kelas loro SMA Katholik St Aquino, lan duwe toko roti. Guedhe! Aku 
salah sijine pelanggane. Uga salah sijine kang kedanan nona Laily sing pancen grapyak karo aku 
kuwi (Budiman, 2021: 36). 

 
Miss Laily who is in a rehearsal yellow skin, and looks like an real old Javanese. It's so clumsy when 
you think, Miss Laily is so arrogant or less attractive! Cleric! It is Miss Laily is sweet, although her 
eyes are a little pale. My age is just different three years as I am older. Now she still in second class at 
St Aquino Catholic High School, and owns the bakery. big! I'm one of the costumers.also one of her 
admirers to Miss Laily who is kind to me (Budiman, 2021: 36). 
 

In the quote it is explicitly stated that Laily is not an arrogant person. The Chinese girl is very 
friendly. He also did not discriminate between Chinese and Javanese. 
 

The short story “Cik Hwa”, written in the Blora dialect, tells the story of an ethnic Chinese 
woman named Hwa who has a love affair with Gun, a Javanese man. The story begins when Hwa's 
mother dies due to memory problems. While throwing Hwa's mother's ashes into the Rembang sea, 
she was escorted by Gun, the son of the mother of the house owner where Hwa lived. The love story 
dominates the storyline. Gun's love for Hwa grows because of their habit of meeting. Gun often 
accompanies and helps Hwa at Hwa's house, because their house is only separated by a wall. 
 

Their habits make them fall in love with each other. In fact, they had had a husband and wife 
relationship to show the magnitude of their love. Gun and Hwa's love was initially opposed by Gun's 
mother because they were of different ethnicities, especially since Hwa is five years older than Gun. 
However, Gun was able to reassure his parents that their marriage would be fine. Gun and Hwa finally 
get married and live happily with their children. 
 

The story of Gun's love and togetherness with Hwa is an interethnic mingling. This assimilation 
penetrates ethnic, even religious boundaries, as confirmed in the following conversation between 
Gun and Hwa. 
 

“Nanging aku Cina Gun. Aku Kristen. Mangka kowe Islam, kowe Jawa. apa gak dadi rasanan 
wong-wong?” 
“Halah! Cina, Jawa, Islam, Kristen mono lak padha ae ning ngarepe Gusti Allah eh, Cik. Sing 
penting awake dhewe gak ngrugekna wong liya, gak musohi wong liya, lak wis. Sing baku, awake 
dhewe, Cik. Precayaa karo aku, Cik,” tembungku karo ngekep awake Cik Hwa. (Susanto, 2021: 
82—83). 

 
“But I'm China Gun. I'm Christian. That you are Islam, you are Java. won't people feel it?" 
"No no! China, Java, Islam, Christianity are the same in front of God. The important thing is that 
we don't hurt others, not making opposition, that’s all. Tme most important are us, Cik.," I 
mumbled while I hig Cik Hwa body. (Susanto, 2021: 82-83). 



 
 

 
  

 

 
Based on these quotes, it can be seen that in society there is actually a contradiction between 

the Javanese and the Chinese, the dichotomy of Christianity and Islam. It is implied that there is still 
an assumption that marriage must be of one ethnicity and same religion. However, the contradiction 
and dichotomy were broken by the agreement of Hwa and Gun which eventually merged these 
differences into husband and wife. In addition to marriage, inter-ethnic assimilation is also shown by 
Gun's mother accepting Hwa as her own family since she was a child and Gun has not been born yet. 
Hwa is also a gentle, diligent, and kind girl. 
 

In the four stories, it turns out that the Chinese ethnic picture is not as bad as the stereotypes 
in society. Precisely ethnic Chinese have several advantages. Ethnic Chinese are described as 
generous people. This is clearly seen in Babah Ong's character in "Golek Gagakan". He happily gave 
food and fruit to Bagus. All the short stories tell that ethnic Chinese can blend in with society. They 
do not feel as Chinese, but feel more Javanese. In fact, there are also those who say that the Chinese 
have more Javanese views than the Javanese. 
 

In the three short stories, it is told that ethnic Chinese fell in love with Javanese people. In fact, 
some continue in marriage. In “Karo Nona Laily Nonton Wayang Thithi” the character Narko loves a 
Chinese girl named Laily. Meanwhile, in the other two short stories, inter-ethnic marriages are 
narrated. In “Liong” a Chinese man marries a Javanese woman and in “Cik Hwa” it is a Chinese girl 
who marries a Javanese youth. Several short stories also depict ethnic Chinese as victims. Clearly, 
“Liong” and “Golek Gagakan” describe Chinese people who were victims of demonstrations in year 
1998. The shop where their business was located was burned down. In fact, the Chinese who were 
the victims were generous, kind, and willing to mingle with Javanese society. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Cerkak “Liong”, “Golek Gagakan”, “Karo Nona Laily Nonton WayangThithi”, and “Cik Hwa” 
functionally present a description of kinship and interethnic Chinese-Javanese assimilation through 
neighborly kinship, marriage, and love. In addition, it presents a depiction of generosity and sincerity 
in facing disasters due to the injustices received by ethnic Chinese. The attitude of mingling even to 
the point of manjing ajur ajer (union with the situation) and sincerity (nrima ing pandum) carried out 
by ethnic Chinese characters in the story shows an ideology of equality. The ideology of equality in 
question is the emergence of a sense of the same between the Javanese and Chinese at a certain point 
of taste. Humans are only distinguished by race, skin color, culture, and social status. While human 
sense or reason is universal. Thus, it can be concluded that through the short stories “Liong”, “Golek 
Gagakan”, “Karo Nona Laily Nonton Wayang Thithi”, and “Cik Hwa” illustrate that the stereotypes of 
Chinese people who are built in society are broken, because of their generous nature, not arrogant, 
willing to mingle, and sincerely accept injustice. These qualities are also similar to the inner attitude 
of the Javanese. 
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Abstract  

 
To examine how puruyanan, the Waray concept of home, is integral to the overall poetics of Victor 

N. Sugbo, this study appropriates Prospero R. Covar’s concept of kapaligiran which is composed of three 
realms—namely kalikasan or the natural realm, the cultural realm, and the supernatural realm—as 
constituent parts of puruyanan. The Waray and English self-translations of the poems are read side by 
side and treated as liminal reflections that create a translucent layer of poetics. This layer together with 
the analysis of the works that are solely written in English as an innate bilingual text, enriches 
knowledge that emerges from the in-between space of Waray and English. What manifests in the 
examination, through situating the poems in a specific realm, are the many distinct articulations of the 
Waray for home. Kalikasan is often a space for solace. The cultural realm highlights the importance of 
relationships and interrelationships. And the supernatural realm is a sacred realm. 
 
Keywords: bilingual, home, kapaligiran, puruyanan, space  
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

Waray literature, according to literary critic Ma. Luz C. Vilches (1982), is primarily poetry. 
Although there have been attempts at fiction writing in Waray, they remain underdeveloped (Alunan, 
2015). Due to the lack of publications interested in other forms of writing in Leyte and Samar, Waray 
literature has been predominantly poetry. Early recordings of Waray poetry—those produced before 
and during the Spanish period until the mid-twentieth century—are characterized by its lyricism, 
adaptability to music, and performativity. Early forms of Waray poetry like the ambahan, bical, sidai, 
parahan, and awit were all performed for specific occasions (Vilches, 1982). These early form of 
Waray poetry was specifically “addressed to ears rather than to the eyes” (Luangco, 1982), having 
been performed in special occasions. 
 

Waray poetry also exhibits a fine sensibility and keen sensitivity to the natural environment. 
Portrayals of colors, sound, and characteristics of birds are evident in many Waray poems (Luangcom 
1982). There are several Waray poems that portray a deep love for home vividly drawing images that 
particularly refer to places and sensorial experiences in Leyte and Samar. Take the folk song “Isla han 
Samar” for example (“Lyrics of Isla han Samar [A Waray Song], nd.). The song enumerates cities, 
provinces, and towns in Samar and ends with a verse that asserts the persona’s love of the place, 
saying that it is his land of birth and becoming. There is also the song “An Iroy nga Tuna” by 
Illuminado Lucente (1982) which depicts the motherland as a place so comforting and joyous but 
pitiful because it became slave to colonizers. The song ends with a verse affirming the importance of 
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unity so that people may never be enslaved again. In both Waray songs, the line “tuna nga matam-is 
pagpuyan” (land so sweet to call home) is found. The unaffixed word of “pagpuyan” is “puruyanan”, 
the root word being puyo or stay. The Waray refer to home as puruyanan, implying permanence in 
the living and dwelling space. 
 

This study is primarily interested in examining Waray poems through the lens of puruyanan 
rendered through kapaligiran, employing it as an integral concept in reading Waray literature. Of the 
many Waray poems, works from Inintokan (2004), Taburos han Dagat (2014), and Poems from 
Ground Z (2021) by Victor N. Sugbo were selected for this study. This decision is driver by the 
researcher’s felt need to provide translations of the poems written in Waray and what better 
translations to use than the self-translations by the author himself. 

 

Literature Review 
 

Since this study is concerned with reading Waray poetry through the concept of puruyanan, 
this literature review foregrounds previous studies on space in relation to home and previous studies 
on Waray literature. This literature review is divided into three parts. The first is Problematizing 
“scape”. This part discusses studies that examines why kapaligiran is the appropriate framework to 
be used in studying spaces. It explores how it positions the discourse of literary analysis from an 
insider’s perspective as opposed to Western frameworks such as landscape and islandscape which 
examine the study only in an ocular and distant perspective. The second part is titled Locating the 
Waray concept of Home. The essays in this part present facts about Waray food, drinking, and 
economic conditions which elucidate how there has not been a massive migration of the Waray 
outside of Eastern Visayas. The third section presents studies that discuss Waray poetics and situates 
Sugbo’s poems in the Waray literary landscape as well as the Philippine literary landscape. 
 

Problematizing “scape” 
 

In “Landscape: Between Place and Space”, Eric Hirsch and Michael O’Hanlon (1995) asserts 
that the notion of “landscape” serves as a standard framing device for analysis in considering a 
people’s worldview, a sort of pictographic methodology of representing or symbolizing the 
surroundings of a community. The essay explains how a landscape can be used as a framing 
convention which informs the way the anthropologist brings his or her study into ‘view’ of particular 
people living in a specific place. Hirsch and O’Hanlon draw two aspects of landscape based on its 
conventional description in painting—the foreground and the background. The former presents the 
social life of a culture while the latter shows an ideal imagined existence, vaguely connected to, but 
still separate from everyday life.  
 

Deeming the notion of landscape as an inappropriate framework in studying cultures residing, 
Ioannis N. Vogiatzakis, Maria Zomeni, and A.M. Mannion (2017) in their essay “Characterizing 
Islandscapes: Conceptual and Methodological Challenges Exemplified in the Mediterranean”, assert 
that the only term which encompasses all constituent components of an island in a holistic manner, 
inclusive of seascapes and cultural impacts, is islandscape. In the essay, Vogiatzakis et al. (2017) 
categorize an island as a space that reflects a degree of isolation from the mainland. The sea becomes 
an explicit component in landscape characterization of any islands because it is both a barrier 
separating the island from the mainland and a conduit, becoming a catalyst of trade, and cultural 
exchange. “However, more often than not, this is neglected, and a piece of land on an island is 
characterized in the same manner as if it belonged to a mainland” (Vogiatzakis et al., 2017). 



 
 

 
  

 

 
Using islandscape as a framework to examine the cultural impacts of super typhoon Yolanda 

in Eastern Visayas is Joycie Y. Dorado Alegre (2017) in her essay “Ethnopoetics of Resilience: 
Haiyan/Yolanda Ground Zero Philippines”. Dorado Alegre’s perspective oscillates between that of the 
onlooker and looked on—the perspective of a researcher and the perspective of people affected by 
the typhoon—through the concept of islandscape. Implied in her discussion is the absence of an 
English word that can fully capture an insider’s point of view while remaining objective: 

  
For the purpose of this study viewing Haiyan ground zero, I would consider the concept of 
‘islandscape’ as an appropriate lens of perception – as a countertext to the vagaries of political 
dynamics in discourse in life. But the islandscape ceases to be a “scape” when we shift position 
in the conduct of discourse, when the viewer is no longer a viewer but an actor/actress/ or 
agent in that world of ground zero. When the lens is minimized if not removed because one is 
of and in that world and not just being immersed in it (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). 

 
In his essay titled “Words that Speak Worlds”, Edilberto N. Alegre (1993) notes that English is a 
language of responsibilities and Filipino is a language of relationships. There is no existing word in 
English that can capture the standpoint when the study is positioned from the inside of a culture. 
Perhaps this absence has limited the Western framework to still use “scape” in examining spaces. 
 

Dorado-Alegre (2017) elaborates on how spirituality and matters of the sacred are important 
to the people who reside in the space devastated by the typhoon. This part of her essay echoes two 
important points from Vogiatzakis et al. (2017)—islandscape reflecting people-environment 
interdependence as well as islandscape combining the physical environment and the human imprint 
.Using islandscape as an appropriate framework assumes the existence of the physical space and the 
cultural space, both interacting elements that fashion a clear picture of the islandscape.  
 

Anthropologists, Prospero R. Covar (1998) in his essay “Laro at Kultura” presents the Filipino 
sense of space which does not just constitute the physical space and cultural space. Concomitantly, 
Covar’s postulation of the Filipino sense of space addresses the limitation of islandscape in capturing 
the study positioned from the inside of a culture. According to Covar, there are three parts of 
kapaligiran. The first is the physical realm or the kalikasan which consists of three elements, namely 
animals, plants, and scapes. The second is the cultural realm where beliefs, faiths, and man-made 
things and objects reside. And the third is the supernatural realm where spirits are located. 
 

Unlike landscape and islandscape, kapaligiran allows a cultural purview of an insider, so he no 
longer needs to oscillate between the point of view of the onlooker and looked-upon as Dorado-
Alegre (2017) deems  appropriate. Kapaligiran warrants the acknowledgement of beings in the 
supernatural realm, which are mentioned in the poems analyzed in this study. 
 

Locating the Waray Concept of Home 
 

To better understand the Waray concept of Home, a survey of cultural essays about the Waray 
is used in this section. Edilberto N. Alegre (2020) close reads the Waray folk song “Daw Nasusunog” 
in his essay titled “Getting to Know A Culture”. Alegre’s analysis enumerates a pattern of images that 
describe kalikasan. He argues that each image alludes to the behavior of the natural environment in 
everyday life. Alegre declares that the images are all directed towards the notion of going home. 
 



 
 

 

 

Alegre (2020) also discusses in the essay how there is no massive migration of the Waray to 
anywhere unlike the Ilonggo, Ilokano, Cebuano, and other Visayan neighbors. Using food and 
drinking as cultural domain in exploring this fact, Alegre elaborates on the Waray value of mildness 
and balance in the essay. He first deconstructs the Waray dish lawot-lawot, pointing out how the dish 
uses only one herb—sweet basil or sangig in Waray, exhibiting the satisfaction of using limited 
ingredients. The taste of lawot-lawot gravitates towards the bland unlike the strong and densely 
concentrated flavors of the Ilocano pait (bitterness), the Bicol anghang (spicy), and the Tagalog asim 
(sour) (Alegre, 2020). 
 

Alegre (2020) cross checks this tentative theory, the elaboration of mildness with the Waray 
vocabulary for drunkenness. There are a variety of words in Waray for the drinker’s physical state: 
patal or raol means tired of so much drinking; nalanglang means “near one’s limit”; rigrig means that 
the drinker moves and walks in zigzags; nadaros means the drinker is at a stage of trouble making; 
and hubog means that the drink has gone to the drinkers head, unable to comprehend anything or 
make sense of anything that is happening (Alegre, 2020). 
 

Both the aesthetics of the Waray cuisine and the various terms for a drinker’s physical state 
are highly elaborate. Both cultural domains in the Waray context manifest importance of quality and 
not amount, putting importance on the degree. The Waray value balance; sakto la they would express. 
No push for more or excess because that is imbalance. 
 

In another essay titled “Tracking the Cebuano Trail”, Alegre (2020) cites how the Osmeña 
Colony Act of 1912 seduced Visayans to migrated to Mindanao. Because the Americans could not 
pacify Mindanao, Alegre (2020) argues, they conceived of sponsoring a massive immigration of 
Visayans to Mindanao. Visayan families who opted to migrate were assured of a house, a carabao, a 
plow, food until the first harvest, seedlings, free schooling for the children, free medical care, and 
sixteen hectares of land (Alegre, 20200. In “Getting to Know A Culture”, Alegre (2020) notes that the 
Waray did not migrate to Mindanao when the Osmeña Colony Act of 1912 was enacted. “By the time 
these migrations were taking place, which was from 1912 onward, Samar and Leyte already had a 
highly elaborated culture that did not emphasize nor depend upon material wealth. Neither did it 
push people to acquire more of what they already had” (Alegre, 2020). 
 

There has been no massive migration of the Waray to anywhere outside of Eastern Visayas. 
Even with the seduction of the Osmeña Colony Act to migrate, promising better economic stature, the 
Waray did not do so. Perhaps because the Waray value balance—sakto la—they were not enticed by 
what the Osmeña Colony Act promised. Perhaps they were satisfied of what the flaura and fauna of 
Leyte and Samar provided for them and perhaps because they simply did not want to leave their 
homes. 

 

Waray Poetics 
 
In her essay titled “A Preliminary Survey of Waray Writing”, Vilches (1982) argues that Waray 
literature is primarily poetry. She notes several local periodicals like Eco de Samar y Leyte, An 
Lantawan, and Leyte Shimbun existent in the early twentieth century that were mainly interested in 
Waray poetry. Majority of the poems produced in these periodicals dealt with an existential persona, 
loneliness, love, and solidarity. Few poems from the 1900s to the 1950’s was published and only few 
innovations in poetry were made. Although the publications allowed Waray poetry to finally see print 
after years of oral practice, the development of the artform “has been like slow-flowing current” from 



 
 

 
  

 

1900 to the 1950’s (Vilches, 1982). 
 

Vilches (1982) points out that the lack of sustainable publications that were interested in 
Waray poetry prompted a lot of poets and Waray writers to publish their own books (Vilches, 1982). 
This argument of Vilches is seconded by Merlie M. Alunan in her Foreword to Sa Atong Dila: 
Introduction to Visayan Literature (2015) where she suspects that fiction writing remains 
underdeveloped probably because of the lack of publication platforms. Agreeing with Alunan is 
Michael Carlo Villas (2017) in his essay “The Language Issue in the Evolution of the Siday” (2017) 
where he notes that fiction writing in Waray only became predominant in the latter twentieth 
century, citing that local papers and other periodicals were becoming more and more interested in 
prose forms written in languages from the regions. 
 

Vilches (1982) cites Francisco Ignacio Alzina in her essay, enumerating six Waray poetic forms 
that Alzina recorded in the 17th century. There was the ambahan, a two blank verse in heptasyllabic 
meter sung during fiestas; the bical, same structural pattern like the ambahan but differed in intent, 
usually sang by a duo who performed in a satiric fashion with a strict musical time for one or two 
hours; the sidai, now known as the siday, was the most difficult of compositions, sung with an 
irregular meter often repeating long phrases; the parahan, a poetic form performed to mourn the 
dead; and the awit, composed of two verses without rhyme in a couplet and sung by fisherfolk to the 
rhythm of the oars (Vilches, 1982). Of the six poetic forms, Vilches (1982) notes that only the siday 
evolved from the oral form to the written form. Villas (2017) explains that the freedom from a strict 
meter and the catering to various themes allowed the transformation of the siday on the page. “With 
the coming of the Spanish colonizers, the Roman alphabet may have enabled the transformation of 
the siday into written form,” (Villas, 2017). Today, as Villas (2017) claims, the siday is the generic 
terms term for Waray poetry. 
 

Vilches (1982) notes that early Waray poetry was characterized by its adaptability to music.  

Agreeing with Vilches (1982) is Gregorio C. Luangco (1982) in his Introduction to Part Three of 
Waray Literature: An Anthology of Leyte-Samar Writings where asserts that Waray poetry has been 
written with musical scores. Luangco (1982) also notes that the kind of music rendered is happy and 
optimistic since “the Waray live in a world with little want” (Luangco, 1982). Luangco (1982) 
includes folk songs and songs composed by Waray writers like Illuminado Lucente and Norberto 
Romualdez, Sr. in the anthology. In the Introduction to Part One of the same book, Luangco (1982) 
notes that the Waray in the 18th until the 20th century, like other Filipinos, were not much concerned 
with preserving their writings because these were “addressed specifically to the ears rather than to 
the eyes”. 
 

The inclusion of these works show how Waray poetry is musical, performative, and occasional. 
The six Waray poetic forms Vilches (1982) mentions of Alzina’s recording have structural patterns 
meant to be rendered for a specific occasion with a given theme: the ambahan during fiesta, the bical 
for romantic exchanges, the parahan for mourning. Because the poems were performed during 
specific occasions, they needed to be lyrical to capture and retain the attention of the audience.  
 

In his essay “To the Very End of Our Islands”, Edilberto N. Alegre (2020) claims that based on 
his many years of research, dance, music, literature, and theater are one comprehensive art form in 
the field, unlike the Western concept of art which studies these disciplines independently from each 
other. Luangco’s curation of Waray Literature: An Anthology of Leyte-Samar Writings (1982) is a 
testament to Alegre’s proposition. The inclusion of folk songs and compositions of Illuminado 



 
 

 

 

Lucente and Norberto Romualdez, Sr. in a literary anthology show how literature is closely related to 
its music in Waray culture. 
 

Luangco’s edited collection is the only book that presents a comprehensive periodization of 
Waray literature. The book is divided into three parts. Part One, Folk and Pre-Colonial Period includes 
the literature before the Spaniards came to the Philippines. Several songs included in this part “show 
the Waray’s interest in the different aspects of their natural environment such as the colors, songs, 
and characteristics of bird” (Luangco, 1982). Part Two, Spanish-American Period includes the literary 
works written from the Spanish era (from 1521 to 1900) to the American era (from 1900 to 1946).  

The range of topics in this part covered topics like Philippine tradition, history, religion, philosophy, 
literature, art, government, and politics (Luangco, 1982). Part Three, Modern Period includes the 
post-war literary works up to the 1980s. Works included in this part are characterized by the writer’s 
innermost feeling and emotions as well as strong personal belief about life, love, death, and faith. 
 

Although there are other anthologies on Waray literature, none have attempted to periodize or 
establish distinct common characteristics of Waray poetry like Waray Literature: An Anthology of 
Leyte-Samar Writings (1982) does. For instance, Tinipigan: An Anthology of Waray Literature (1995) 
edited by Victor N. Sugbo only arranges the works according to year of publication; if they were 
unpublished, according to the year they were written. And if they were orally performed, according 
to the year they were recorded. No establishment of common characteristics are made by the editor. 
Other anthologies on Waray literature published after 1995— Lunop: Haiyan Voices and Images 
(2015) edited by Joycie Y. Dorado Alegre, Daryll Delgado, and Phil Harold L. Mercurio; Sa Atong Dila: 
Introduction to Visayan Literature (2015) by Merlie M. Alunan; Susumaton: Oral Narratives of Leyte 
(2016) edited by Merlie M. Alunan; Our Memory of Water: Words After Haiyan (2016) edited by Merlie 
M. Alunan; Tinalunay: Hinugpong nga panurat nga Winaray (2017) edited by Merlie M. Alunan; and 
Pinili: 15 Years of Lamiraw (2019) edited by Merlie M. Alunan, Aivee C. Badulid, and Phil Harold L. 
Mercurio—also appeared to only collect works written in Waray. Some of these anthologies had 
common themes to thread the works included in their respective books but no comparative literary 
analysis was made. Merlie M. Alunan, editor of several Waray anthologies in the twenty-first century, 
in her essay “Latitudes of Intimacy: Waray Writing and National Writing” (2016), comments on the 
subject matter. According to Alunan (2016), the primary concern of many writers and scholars from 
the regions is to make their presence felt in the Philippine literary landscape, rather than establish 
an evolution and transformation of the literature from the respective regions. The lack of publications 
that caters to Waray writing today hinders the updating of Luangco’s periodization.  
 

While Waray poetry lacks an updated periodization, it is important to reiterate that Luangco 
(1982) characterized indigenous Waray literature to show different aspects of the Waray’s natural 
environment, having keen observations of colors, songs, and characteristics of birds. Edilberto N. 
Alegre (2008) in “Subterfuge of Simplicity” his critical review of Victor N. Sugbo’s Inintokan (2008), 
substantiates Luangco’s claim. In the review, Alegre (2008) points out that Sugbo discusses “the 
ordinary, the everyday, the quotidian” with a kind of subterfuge. Alegre (2008) notes that a lot of the 
poems have a keen observation to detail, such as the formation of cloud when the persona looks at 
Amandewing Mountain Range, the blue waters of Cancabato Bay, and taste and smell of paksiw at the 
dining table. These observations are not fantastic nor ‘otherly’; what makes them great is their subtle 
turn at the end, where the emotions of the persona are fleshed out, may it be sexual undertones, 
longing for home, or a comic anecdote. “It is the angle of seeing as simply fugacious with grace – and 
worthy of our remembering: the everyday becomes, is more than just the quotidian” (Alegre, 2008).  
 



 
 

 
  

 

While Waray poetry lacks an updated periodization, there are two postulates about it asserted 
in Luangco’s anthology: it is lyrical and can easily be adaptable to music. Equally notable is Vilches 
(1982) mention of the siday being orally performed during special occasions. Sugbo’s poems follow 
this poetic tradition. His poems, as analyzed by Alegre (2008), discuss the ordinary with a subterfuge 
propelled by the enclosure of a different perspective of the everyday. 
 

Methodology  
 

In the early 1900s when the Philippines was a colony of the United States, Cebu and 
neighboring Visayan islands were burgeoning populations.  The American government could not 
subjugate Mindanao because of its fierce indigenous warriors.  To conquer Mindanao’s fertile and 
mineral rich lands, they decided to take advantage of the overpopulation of people in Visayas as an 
opportunity to enter Mindanao. An act was passed in 1912 that sponsored massive immigration of 
Visayans to Mindanao known as the Osmeña Colony Act of 1912. The act provided Visayan 
immigrants free passage to Mindanao, a house, sixteen hectares of land, a carabao, a plow, seedlings, 
school for the children, free medical care, and food until the first harvest came in. The first “colonists” 
were tailors, carpenters, masons, fishermen—low middle-class, if not impoverished Cebuano who 
dreamt of owning land and having better opportunities. The children of these immigrants became 
professionals in Mindanao. Some third-generation Visayan immigrant even became politicians 
(Alegre, 2020). 
 

In the book Biyaheng Pinoy – A Mindanao Travelogue, author Edilberto N. Alegre (2020) takes 
account of how the Maguindanao speak Ilocano in Kabacan, North Cotabato. It is considered the 
unofficial lingua franca there. Similarly, the second language and unofficial lingua franca of South 
Cotabato is Ilonggo. Binisaya is spoken in all public places and gatherings in Mindanao. There are also 
Boholano communities in Surigao del Norte and Valencia, Bukidnon. But nowhere in Mindanao is 
there a 100 percent Waray-speaking sitio or barangay; neither is there a Waray-only community in 
Luzon (Alegre, 2020). While neighboring Visayan communities migrated to Mindanao, the Waray 
remained in their homeland, Leyte and Samar. In Alegre’s words, “To date, there has never been a 
massive migration of Waray to anywhere” (Alegre, 2020).  By the time that the migrations prompted 
by the Osmeña Act were happening, The Waray already had “a highly elaborate culture that did not 
emphasize nor depend upon material wealth” (Alegre, 2020). 
 

To explain the kind he describes, Alegre (2020) uses two cultural domains—food and drinking. 
The highly elaborate culture that did not depend on material wealth is embodied in the Waray dish 
lawot-lawot and the Waray vocabulary for drunkenness. Both cultural domains exhibit relishing of 
mildness and moderateness, an integral concept in explaining the Waray concept of home and 
understanding why there is no massive migration of the Waray to anywhere. 
 

Lawot-lawot is a purely vegetable dish that uses only one herb—sweet basil or sangig. The taste 
of lawot-lawot is bland, mild, in fact. The Waray dislike strong and densely concentrated flavors like 
the pait of the Ilocano, the anghang of the Bicolano, and the asim of the Tagalog sinigang as Alegre 
(2020) noted. Alegre (2020) compared this mildness with the Waray vocabulary for drunkenness: 
patal or raol (“tired of so much drinking”); nalanglang (“near one’s limit”); rigrig (“zigzagging 
because of drunkenness”); hubog (“the drink has gone to the drinker’s head”); and nadaros (“the 
drinker is at a stage of making trouble”). Like the taste of lawot-lawot, drinking should be mild. It has 
to be sakto la, just right, moderate. 
 



 
 

 

 

Figure 1. Waray concept of home (scope, time, movement, temporariness, permanence) 

“Indeed, Samar and Leyte do not produce surpluses—no surplus products, no surplus money. 
They [the Waray] do not generate cash, in fact. So, they are poor. Yet people have stayed put” (Alegre, 
2020). The Osmeña Act did not push the people of Eastern Visayas to acquire more of what they 
already had even if the opportunity to migrate in Mindanao meant a better economic stature for them. 
As embodied by the lawot-lawot and the various words for drinking, the Waray value moderateness. 
The Waray are satisfied with what the flora and fauna of Leyte and Samar provide for them. “What  
they had was enough for them. Excess was terrible no-no. A sin” (Alegre, 2020). 
 

There is a slew of Waray words pertaining to living and dwelling place, each nuanced in either 
scope, time, movement, temporariness, or permanence. This Waray vocabulary for living and 
dwelling place expounds why the Waray did not have a massive migration to date. The concepts 
embedded in each word for living and dwelling place describes the Waray concept of home and 
shows why Eastern Visayas is the only place the Waray consider home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
The Waray word for house is balay. It implies a detachment of the speaker from the space and 

pertains only to the physical structure. Panimalay includes the people that live in the house and 
significant objects inside the physical structure such as the altar and kitchen ware (house + people 
and significant objects). Urukyan and inuulian extend the livable space outside of the house and 
includes nearby physical and cultural spaces. Urukyan and inuulian generally pertain to the same 
spatial construct in terms of scope. Although both terms are used loosely, they differ in terms of 
movement, temporariness, and permanence. The root word of urukyan is ukoy meaning “stay put”. 
The root word of inuulian is uli meaning “go home”. A student from Hernani who lives temporarily in 
an apartment in Tacloban to study can say “Naukoy ak ha Naga-naga” I live in Naga-naga, and “Nauli 
ak ha Naga-naga” I go home to Naga-naga. The latter does not necessarily mean Naga-naga is his 
home. It simply implies he has felt “at home” in Naga-naga and that is where he stays in Tacloban. In 
Hernani, he does not say “Mauli na ak ha Tacloban” I will go home to Tacloban. It simply feels wrong 
because Hernani is his hometown. Instead, he says, “Makadto na ak ha Tacloban”, I’ll go to Tacloban 
now. Depending on which place someone considers his hometown and the circumstances when he is 



 
 

 
  

 

asked, one distinguishes where he goes home, uli. Huron is a verb that means to spend the night over. 
Hinuhurunan, a noun formed through the affixation of huron, “is a nestling place, or what the Badjao 
call ‘mooring place’ where one goes to sleep or spend the night over” (Alegre, 2020). One may spend 
the night over at a friend or relative’s house.  Didi la ak anay kanda Maring mahuron. I’ll just spend 
the night over here at Maring’s house. Thus, huron may not necessarily be where one lives, unlike 
ukoy or uli. Huron is a temporary space where one spends the night over and rests. Lastly, there is 
puruyanan. The last lines of the folksong “Isla han Samar” say isla han Samar nga akon natawhan / 
tuna nga matamis pagpuy-an—island of Samar, the place of my becoming / land so sweet to call home. 
Puruyanan is where one’s balay and panimalay are. It is where one lives, ukoy, where one sleeps, 
huron, and where one goes home, uli. It is not a temporary dwelling place nor is it confined only to 
the physical structure. Puruyanan implies a sense of permanence in space that one calls home. Only 
Leyte and Samar are considered as the puruyanan of the Waray.  
 

Puruyanan is the Waray concept of home integral to the reading of the poems examined in this 
study. In the Author’s Notes to Inintokan (2008), the writer said he wrote the poems in Ormoc, 
inspired by his frequent bus trips to the city. The writer notes: the poems in this collection were 
“things that whirred in [my] mind as trees and houses quietly faded away from my bus window” 
(Sugbo, 2008). Although written in Ormoc, they either mention or talk about a different place in Leyte 
and Samar. In the Preface to Taburos han Dagat (2014), Sugbo (2014) notes that the poems were all 
about his home, his country, and places of memory. Because all poems in the collection were written 
in Egypt, a sense of distance from the homeland is felt in the texts. In Poems from Ground Z (2021), 
Sugbo (2021) recounts how he salvaged some of his manuscripts in the aftermath of super typhoon 
Yolanda in 2014. Sugbo (2021) notes, “It took me some more months before I could finally write my 
poems about Haiyan. I could not write them any earlier because my memories of the typhoon were 
quite raw, like wounds that still needed time to heal. My earlier attempts were futile. I had to wait for 
that moment when I could look at the events that happened with a calm mind and a certain degree of 
detachment.” Home as recollection is the pervading sentiment in both collections.  
 

Mary Doughlas (1991) argues that home is a kind of space that has a regular appearance and 
reappearance of furnishing. There is a difference between a house and a home, where the former 
pertains only to nothing more than the physical structure and the latter is an intangible-localizable 
idea (Doughlas, 1991). A person can picture out what a house, barangay, sitio, or city looks like even 
when he is not placed in its actual location in present time. The process of writing the poems selected 
in this study, as described by the writer in his author’s note and preface, exhibit the recollection of 
the appearance of specific places in the puruyanan.  The process of remembering what home looks 
like is an organization of space over time (Doughlas, 1991). 
 

Puruyanan assumes a kind of space. Just like any space, puruyanan is occupied by tangible and 
intangible objects. The Waray, like all Filipinos, have a distinct sense of space. Understanding the 
nuances of the Filipino’s sense of space allows a reader to locate tangible and intangible objects 
mentioned and discussed in the poems studied. 
 

Prospero R. Covar (1998) identified three realms that constitute the Filipino sense of space, the 
kapaligiran. The first is the physical realm called kalikasan or the natural environment which consists 
of three elements namely plants, animals, landscapes, and seascapes. The second realm is the cultural 
realm where man-made things, objects, faith, and beliefs reside. The third, unique to the Filipino, is 
the lihim na kapaligiran (secret kapaligiran) or the supernatural realm where a link to spirits, non-
human, and non-animal beings is made. 



 
 

 

 

 
It is interesting to note that to foreign scholars the supernatural realm is generally accepted as 

just another part of the cultural realm. Eric Hirsch and Michael O’Hanlon (1995) consider only two 
parts in studying space as an anthropological purview: the physical space and the cultural space. For 
the Filipino however, there is a distinction between a mere belief and the supernatural space. 
Physical objects and spaces like rivers, rocks, and forests are said to be dwelt in and safeguarded by 
a diwata (nature spirit). Spirits of ancestors (ninuno in Filipino, kaapuyan in Waray) are said to be 
just a dream or thought away (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). The generic term in Waray for both the diwata 
and the kaapuyan is mga diri sugad ha aton, literally “not like us.”  
 

The three realms of the kapaligiran assume the constituent parts of the puruyanan since 
puruyanan is a kind of space conceived by the Waray. The three realms allow a critic to establish how 
tangible and intangible objects, located in various realms, are interconnected in the puruyanan. Take 
apoy, the unaffixed Waray word for ancestors, for instance. The writer mentions it in a couple of 
poems studied, assuming the existence of the supernatural realm and establishing a connection of 
the persona with his ancestor.  The three realms of kapaligiran warrant a better understanding of the 
attachment of the persona in the poems with his puruyanan. The prefix “ka-” denotes oneness or a 
relationship with the paligid or the surroundings (Abueg & Catacataca, 2011). 
 

The appropriation of the three realms as constituent parts of the puruyanan defines a Filipino 
perspective in studying his own culture. In her analysis of actors of agency in a local community 
setting. Waray culture and performance studies specialist Joycie Y. Dorado-Alegre (2017) notes that 
when a shift of position in the conduct of discourse occurs—when the perceiver is no longer a 
perceiver but a constituent of the world being studied—the insider’s perspective blooms into being. 
While foreign scholars only consider two parts— the physical space and the cultural space— in the 
discourse of space as an anthropological purview, this study asserts the significance of the 
supernatural realm and argues that its existence is integral in analyzing the poems being studied. For 
the Filipino, more so for the Waray, the “mga diri sugad ha aton” are real. The Waray do not just 
conceive the existence of the “mga diri sugad ha aton” as a belief, but rather a part of their reality. 
 

The concept of puruyanan within the context of kapaligiran in this study will be used to read 
the poems in Waray and their self-translated versions as well as those written in English. According 
to writer and translation studies scholar Thomas David Chaves (2016), self-translation “provides a 
voice to the other, less dominant language” and that the writer, usually bilingual, takes it upon himself 
to weigh the issues between two cultural systems by bringing them together in the self-translated 
text. Although there may be lost and found nuances in the self-translation due to the specific and 
different cultural valences of the two languages, there are greater chances that the sensibility of the 
poem is retained because the writer is also the translator. Also, self-translation challenges the 
concept of “original” because the text written in Waray, and the self-translated text may be 
considered both original since they are penned by the same poet. 
 

Chaves (2016) also explains that works with self-translations usually target a bilingual 
audience proficient in the two languages used by the writer. This study situates the text written in 
Waray and the self-translated text in the bilingual space or what Chaves calls the “in-between,” where 
the bilingual writer “gives voice to identities that span more than one place, space, culture, and 
context” (Chaves, 2016). The bilingual space or the in-between space allows the concept of puruyanan 
and kapaligiran to cross over cultures.  
 



 
 

 
  

 

Treating the poems as bilingual in nature and situating them in the in-between space will 
require a side by side reading of the text in Waray and the self-translated text. This means that the 
works which have Waray and self-translated English versions will be read together as liminal 
reflection, mirroring not optically correct reflection of the other’s image, but a funhouse mirror of 
each other where neither work is categorically the original (Chaves, 2016). The poems which have 
Waray and English self-translations are also compared with the poems written solely in English. Even 
when the writer is writing solely in translation—in English—his consciousness is actively shaped by 
the Waray and English in-between space. His consciousness is intrinsically bilingual. His work 
written solely in translation is not treated as a categorical English poem rather a bilingual poem. This 
method of comparison examines the interface where Waray and English co-exist as translucent 
layers originating from the same mind, the same writer. 
 

Instead of reading the text written in Waray and its self-translation as linguistic equivalents—
that they correspond accordingly to structure, semantics, and syntax—they are read side by side to 
compliment how puruyanan in the context of kapaligiran is integral to the overall poetics of the 
author. This methodology will allow puruyanan in the context of kapaligiran to be cross read in the 
poems written in Waray and their self-translated versions, enriching knowledge wrought out from 
the in-between space of Waray and English. 

 

Findings and Discussion 
 

The findings and discussion of this study is organized into three parts. The first is “Kalikasan: 
Natural Qualities of Puruyanan” which presents a survey of qualities found in the natural space of the 
puruyanan. It will give a close reading of selected poems aimed at describing what the puruyanan 
appears and feels like. It will focus on qualities of sight, touch, hearing, smell, and taste found in the 
natural realm of the puruyanan. The second part is titled “The Cultural Realm: Forging Relationships 
with Apoy, Igkasi/Kapwa, and Kalikasan” which establishes the kind of relationships made with 
fellowmen within the peripheries of the puruyanan as well as the interrelationship between the 
persona and the natural realm. Lastly, the third part is “The Supernatural Realm: The Sacredness of 
the Diri Mga Sugad ha Aton” which Aton looks into the sanctity of the dwellers of objects in the 
natural realm as well as the ancestors that reside in the supernatural realm. 
 

Kalikasan: Natural Qualities of Puruyanan 
 

Covar (1998) describes kalikasan as the natural environment which consists of the flora and 
fauna as well as other likas or natural elements found in the physical realm such as land, water, and 
air. Contrary to the concept of “scape” which underscores mainly a visualization of the natural 
environment, kalikasan presents a holistic sensorial re-imagination of the realm. To re-imagine 
kalikasan, the perceiver must not just see the physical realm, he must feel, hear, smell, and in certain 
instance, taste it. In the “Author’s Notes” to Inintokan, Sugbo (2008) expressed his struggle writing 
his poems in Waray. Because of his university education, English became a way of writing and 
viewing the world. Waray dictionaries have not been much of help when wanting to write in the local 
language because the collection of terms have never been adequate; neither fully appropriate nor 
precise in expressing what the Waray writer wishes to express on paper.  To capture the Waray 
sensibility and infuse it to his writing, Sugbo took several bus trips to Ormoc, attentively listening to 
and keenly observing the environment around him. While in the bus, Sugbo (2008) took note of the 
strange and somewhat familiar words the ordinary folks uttered. He also noticed the natural 
environment along the way to Ormoc; he mentions the following in the “Author’s Notes” of Inintokan 



 
 

 

 

(2008):  
 
The landscape along the way to Ormoc has always been beautiful to me—the vast green fields 
in Alangalang, the quiet town of Jaro, the fire trees of Tunga, the tabo in Carigara, the rain 
trees in Capoocan, the cogon’s white plumes on Amandewing’s back in October, the hoses by 
the winding mountain road from Lemon to Kananga, and the sugarcane fields in Ormoc. 

 
Notice how Sugbo paints a picture of kalikasan along the way to Ormoc; not only does he mention 
visual scenery, but also things which can be attributed to the sound and feel of the place. Take the 
description of Jaro, Tunga, Capoocan, and Mt. Amandewing for instance. Jaro is described as a “quiet 
town”. Tunga has fire trees. Capoocan has rain trees. Mt. Amandewing has white cogon plumes. Jaro’s 
quietness describes the sound of the place. The mention of specific plants render  the ambience of 
the place. Even in the “Author’s Notes” of his first book, Sugbo already shows a highly developed 
sense for natural stimuli. He is sensitive to his kalikasan. 
 

Peter Gow (1995) asserts that the local environment is a lived experience known through 
movement within the space, seeing the traces of other people’s movements, and through oral 
narratives. Sugbo and the locals he encountered in his frequent bus rides share the same space and 
are located in the same natural environment. To fully capture the Waray sensibility and overcome 
his English-influenced worldview, Sugbo exposes himself to the likas, his immediate natural 
environment, making his senses attune to kalikasan. With this exercise, Sugbo surfaces his local 
consciousness, that of the Waray, than the foreign view or his Western-influenced view of reality. 
Hence, the appropriation of words he heard from locals and the attention not only to scenery but also 
to sound, scent, texture, and touch. The imagination and recreation of the Waray writer’s experience 
through poetry is no longer just a visualization of the landscape but rather a full-bodied sensorial 
communion with his kalikasan. 
 

Interesting in the writer’s travels is the movement from urban areas such as Tacloban and 
Ormoc to rural areas like Alangalang, Jaro, and Carigara. Tacloban and Ormoc house more coffee 
shops, restaurants, offices, hotels, factories, and bodegas compared to Alangalang, Jaro, and Carigara. 
Compared to Tacloban and Ormoc, Alangalang, Jaro, and Carigara have less buildings and pollution. 
Tacloban and Ormoc have malls like Robinsons, Gaisano, and SM. Alangalang only has J&F 
Department Store. Jaro and Carigara have neither. 
 

Urban areas erect numerous man-made structures and edifices constructed for work, leisure, 
and entertainment. This results in  the deterioration of the likas in cities and although there are some 
places where the likas can be seen in cities, they are often neglected. The ambience in urban areas, 
characterized by concrete and cement,  coincide with the lifestyle it ushers—fast-paced, 
individualistic, and impersonal to the natural environment. Take the traffic problem for instance. 
Commuters and drivers are irritated with the congestion in the streets because it takes a longer time 
to get to their destination. They cannot work immediately. They are irritated because the atmosphere 
during traffic is polluted, congested, and altogether unnatural. Compared to rural areas where there 
is no traffic and congestion, the ambience is calmer, relaxing, and akin to likas. 
 

Just like the many Waray from rural areas, Sugbo migrated to urban Tacloban for better 
opportunities. He is naturally sensitive to kalikasan because he grew up and lived in Hindang. Apart 
from his frequent bus rides to Ormoc, he has also stayed in his hometown from time to time. These 
practices allow him to commune with kalikasan even when he is in an urban area. Moreover, the 



 
 

 
  

 

oscillation from urban to rural in the same island allows the writer to embody a holistic perspective 
of Waray life. 
 

Unlike other poems about the city, where the portrayal is often focused on manmade structures 
like commercial buildings, houses, and streets, Sugbo writes of the urban with a keen observation of 
kalikasan in “Tacloban” (2021). Sugbo exhibits his sensitivity to likas elements despite being located 
in an urban setting. The poem opens with locating Tacloban with respect to the quality of the sea that 
surrounds it:  

 
Tacloban is the city I live in. 
On a clear day, the sea around it forms 
rings of white waves dashing upon its shores. 
The old wharf was my first acquaintance 
of it. Father used to bring me there 
by bicycle early in the morning. By the time, 
we arrived, old men already sat on the stone’s ledge 
holding on to their fishing lines, 
waiting for the tug at their hooks. 

 
Tacloban is located at the northeast part of Leyte. The bodies of water that touch its shores are only 
San Juanico Strait, San Pedro, and Cancabato, all located at the eastern side of the city. Except for 
Mangonbangon River, which stretches from Anibong to Utap, there are no other bodies of water in 
the eastern part of Tacloban. Only in the eastern part can “rings of white waves” form. Although the 
bodies of water that “surround” Tacloban are only in the eastern part of the city, a circular form is 
imagined in lines 2 and 3 to describe the city’s geography, “the sea around it forms / rings of white 
waves dashing upon its shores”. The line “the sea around it forms” may not depict an accurate 
mapping of Tacloban’s geography, but the shape used to describe its location reveals how the Waray 
conceive their world—kalibutan. The root word of the Waray word for world is libot, meaning 
surround. Implicit is a circular or spherical shape. The sea and the bodies of water, as depicted in the 
poem is imagined to surround the city, suggesting that the bodies of water are integral to the 
kalibutan of the Waray. “The island world consists of land and water where water contains the 
landmass and the winds are named depending on their directional source,” (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). 
In the proceeding lines, Sugbo mentions that he used to bike along the old wharf with his father early 
in the morning when the fishermen sat on the stone’s ledge, waiting for a catch. It was, as he puts it, 
his “first acquaintance” of the sea. Sugbo ascribes a childhood memory with the sea thereby 
constructing his kalibutan with its influence. No longer is the sea a mere natural object of observation, 
rather a “subjective sensorial dimension with direct personal affect and effect” (Dorado-Alegre, 
2017). The childhood full-bodied sensorial experience brought in by narrative recall reveals the 
intimacy between the Waray and his kalikasan. Even when he is situated in an urban area, Sugbo is 
sensitive towards shape and movement - “rings of white waves” and “dashing upon its shores”, 
towards texture – “the stone’s ledge”, towards mundane gestures - “holding on to their fishing lines” 
and “the tug at their hooks”. 
 

The minutiae of details towards every natural stimuli continues in the succeeding lines. 
However, the focus of observation transfers from the natural to the artificial. 

 
The sun on Cancabato would rise from the trees, 
and swifts would slide the cold air cheeping. 
The casas are still standing, old 



 
 

 

 

and dilapidated on Trece Martines. 
The flophouses downtown are gone. 
So are the Macau cooks; their restaurants 
used to feed the city with oodles 
of salty noodles on Salazar and Zamora. 

 
Sensitivity towards temperature is apparent with the sun’s rise and the cold air. There is also the 
sound and movement of birds rendered through the cheeping of swifts as they slide with the air. 
Then, slowly, and gracefully, the stimuli become man-made, become artificial. First, there is the 
mention of casas that remain erect, “The casas are still standing, old”. This line marks the start of the 
volta, the rhetorical turning point in the poem. The perception of Tacloban starts to shift from the 
natural elements, which are rendered  as source of positive disposition, to artificial objects such as 
old and dilapidated houses. The sensitivity to the immediate environment is retained but it transfers 
to elements that are made of cement, concrete, and wood. From a melancholic and positive outlook 
articulated by “a clear day,” “rings of white waves,” and “swifts sliding in cold air,” the city is 
characterized by decay and negation. 
 

The disappearance of the flophouses in downtown provides an ironic undertone. It suggests 
that urbanization, which supposedly raises the standard of living, marginalizes those who could only 
afford as much. Flophouses use cheap material, are make-shift, and shabby. Their disappearance in 
downtown—the center of commercial activity—reveals the disregard of the city administration for 
small-time businesses. Then, there is the mention of cheap Chinese food which used to feed residents 
of Tacloban: “used to feed the city with oodles / of salty noodles on Salazar and Zamora”. Notice that 
“the city” is a metonymy for the residents of Tacloban and that the noodles are mapped in specific 
streets in the city, Salazar and Zamora. These poetic techniques not only strengthen the rhetorical 
shift, but also indicate how popular and iconic the food was in Tacloban. Their disappearance exhibit 
the dramatic change of the poem. Their disappearance point out the sad reality of progress; that 
distinct characteristics of a city, the small town charm of Tacloban, disintegrate because the space 
left for the small and familiar become narrower and narrower when the city transitions to become 
highly urbanized. 
 

On December 18, 2008, Tacloban City was officially reclassified as a Highly Urbanized City or 
HUC (Gabieta, 2008). This meant that residents would not vote for Governor and Vice-Governor nor 
would the city be under administrative control of the Province of Leyte. The pro-HUC campaign back 
then argued that the economy of the city would boom and that commercial buildings would stand 
tall. Opposing the plebiscite were councilor Wilson Uy and Vice Gov. Mimiette Bagulaya. Both, during 
a public forum mentioned the urban planning of Tacloban needed thorough consultation with 
experts; that opening the city to big real estate franchise businesses could congest the urban setup, 
amplify the mobility and transport issue, as well as disenfranchise small businesses. 
 

Like the iconic Chinese restaurants and flophouses in downtown, the only cinema in the city, 
Cosmos, closed down. There was also the iconic Malaking Tiyan, Mernan’s, Mandaue Fastfood, Video 
City, tailor shops along Gomez St. and small boutiques along Salazar St. that eventually ceased to exist. 
All these started when big malls like Gaisano Central, Robinsons Place Tacloban, and Savemore 
opened. People became more attracted to the infrastructures which landmarked the 
commercialization of Tacloban. People started to spend more time in airconditioned malls than in 
the small-local stores. Eventually, the popularity of the iconic shops decreased, forcing them to stop 
operations.  



 
 

 
  

 

 
Apart from the closing down of iconic local stores and restaurants, congestion and mobility 

became a bigger issue. The next lines of the poem unveil the dangers of living in  Tacloban. Continuous 
here is the full-bodied sensorial rendering: 

 
Stranger, my city may be odd. 
The buzz of trikes fill your ears, 
The sidewalks are so narrow 
that you court danger everyday, 
the sideswipe by car. Living in the city is pleasant; 
one November day, the greatest cyclone will come 
with the sea drowning the city, 20,000 of us; 
black iron sheets will fly like death birds; 
Sagkahan Road will be strewn with dead bodies; 
and the sea will leave our streets and walkways 
smelling of mud, dead fish, shell and kelp. 
I will still live in Tacloban 

 
Sugbo imitates the anxiety one feels when simply walking in Tacloban. He appeals to the sound, the 
buzz of tricycles, a popular mode of commute within downtown. Then he renders visually the 
dimensions of the plain where one is walking, “the sidewalks are so narrow / that you court danger 
everyday,/the sideswipe by car.” Irony again is used to prepare the reader for the geographical 
danger of Tacloban’s location. The last lines pertain to super typhoon Yolanda which made landfall 
on November 8, 2013. Reports show how the water reached beyond six feet in coastal areas and the 
extreme high wind speed was almost at 300 km/h (World Vision, 2017). Sugbo likens the flying black 
iron sheets with death birds. Here, the writer’s sensitivity to nature becomes apparent with the 
artificiality of the urban setting. Thus, accentuating the destruction. Flying black iron sheets 
compared to death birds is as powerful of an image as the wrath of super typhoon Yolanda. 
 

There is a continuous depreciation of how Tacloban is perceived in the poem in terms of the 
full-bodied sensorial experience. Images rendered through various senses start with a positive 
portrayal of the sea. When artificial objects appear, the mood of the poem subtly declines. First is the 
disappearance of dilapidated houses, flophouses, and Chinese restaurants. Then, the emergence of 
urban problems such as noise in the streets, narrow sidewalks, and the susceptibility to typhoons. 
And finally, the natural is related to destruction and desolation. The “realness” of the lived experience 
situates the writer within the world depicted. “One is in that world, in that sphere, in the actuality of 
his or her own lived experience” (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). Sugbo becomes not just a viewer, but a 
participant of his kalibutan.  
 

The qualities of living in an urban area are rendered through a holistic overview of the senses, 
not just the visual. Although there are places where one can find solace by being more attuned to 
nature in the city, they are hidden away in memory. Remember that the positive portrayal of nature 
early in the “Tacloban” (2021) is nostalgic. It is a childhood memory. The memory does not exist in 
the present like the Chinese restaurants and other iconic and charming places of Tacloban. Today, 
years after super typhoon Yolanda, the city is faced with traffic and congestion caused by lack of 
sensitivity to the natural. There may be public spaces in urban areas of Eastern Visayas where one 
can still commune with the likas but apparently, they are not integrated to the development design 
of the community. 
 



 
 

 

 

Compared to the urban area, the rural area appears to be a more calming, less stressful, and 
peaceful place. The poem “Tirimad-on” or “The Sign” (2008) is set in Sta. Rita, Samar, the first town 
one reaches after crossing the San Juanico Bridge from the northern coast of Tacloban. The poem 
opens with a comparison of the nagrarangrang or loose flowering of the malimbin tree and the 
kaguol or tiredness of the week’s end. 

 
Kun ano man an nagpaparangrang   What coaxes the grandiose 
hinin pamukad      malimbin tree 
han malimbin ha may kusina    to bloom lushly by the kitchen 
sugad man an pagguprang kagab-i han aton  also uncoiled 
nanonobol nga kaguol     the Friday heaviness 
kun Biyernes.       last night. 

 
The temporal and spatial elements in the poem indicate the need to travel to a more placid 
environment. The “nononobol nga kaguol / kun Biyernes” implies that it is already weekend, “the 
Friday heaviness / last night”. Weekdays are conventionally the time when people work. During 
weekends, they are expected to unwind and take time off the business of work-life. Sugbo’s house is 
located in the heart of Tacloban, at corner Gomez St. and Sto Niño St. so it is important to note that 
he has a malimbin tree in his residence and surrounds himself with greenery because the area where 
he lives is always filled with pedestrians, tricycles, and all sorts of vehicles. Despite the business of 
the area, Sugbo has grown a tree, something likas, in his residence. This allows him to keep his 
relationship with the kalikasan intact even when he is in the heart of an urban area surrounded 
mainly by concrete and cement. But even with the greenery, the overall atmosphere of the area 
remains busy. Thus, the decision to travel to a mountain café in Sta. Rita. 
 

Asya nga gindara mo kami ngadto   The reason why you drove us to 
han kapehan ha bukid han Sta. Rita   the mountain café at Sta. Rita 
ngan didto han beranda iginbutalag   and at the veranda, between sips of coffee, 
an aton mga bughat:      we unbundled our unease: 
an suol ha dughan     the pain at the chest 
an pamaol han kalawasan    the sluggish body 
an kawaray himbangkaagan    the feeling of emptiness 
an kangutngut han sinalikway.   the feeling of being bereft. 
Ngan aton ini ginhurip      And these we thatched with our 
ha uruestorya hin pananom    talk about growing 
han pandakaki, sagingsaging, anis,   the pandakaki, the saginsaging, anis, 
labi na an panaon.     and the panaon. 

 
There are various researches that prove how brain activity drastically intensifies in urban 

areas that have less green space, often resulting in states of anxiousness and stress (Thompson et al., 
2016). Brain activity in rural areas which have vast well-taken cared of greenery tend to reach the 
theta and alpha states, the conditions of the brain associated to relaxation, suggesting a state of calm 
and ease (Yang et al., 2011). In Eastern mystical traditions, the natural environment is a great site for 
recalibration of the mind by centering and quietening it through meditation (Capra, 1991). The 
Waray have a word for a meditative activity which aims to center and quiet the mind, 
pamahongpahong. Sugbo and Iday Jitka—the person whom the poem is dedicated to—are doing 
exactly that, nanmamahongpahong. Sugbo mentions several aches they have felt due to the business 
in the past working day, “an suol ha dughan /an pamaol han kalawasan /an kawaray himbangkaagan 
/an kangutngut han sinalikway”; “the pain in the chest / the sluggish body / the feeling of emptiness 
/ the feeling of being bereft”. They travel to the mountain side where the sea is also felt in the hopes 



 
 

 
  

 

of unburdening all these from their restless and tired bodies. Sugbo and Iday Jitka relieve themselves 
with numerous aches—suol (chest pain), pamaol (sluggishness), kawaray himbangkaagan (empty 
feeling), and kangutngut (piercing pains felt in the body) by unwinding at the veranda of the 
mountain café in Sta. Rita. 
 

There are two methods in which the success of rendering the pamahongpahong is achieved in 
the poem. First is the actual exposure of the writer and his companion to the natural environment. 
Regardless of which mountain café this is in Sta. Rita, a Waray reader would know that the ambience 
is peaceful. Several species of birds can pass by the mountains at Sta. Rita where different kinds of 
chirps are heard. Any mountainous area in Sta. Rita would overlook Tacloban in the west and the 
greenery of Samar from the east. Compared to the area where Sugbo lives, the topography of the 
mountain café in Sta. Rita is less intense, as depicted in “Tacloban” (2021). The artificial in Sta. Rita 
like the mountain café and the veranda appear to be more harmonious with the natural compared to 
the topography of the city, where all the burdens and aches originate. 
 

Second is meditation through conversation. Apart from being exposed to the natural elements 
in Sta. Rita, Sugbo and Iday Jitka also find repose in talking about tending plants, “Ngan aton inin 
ginhurip / ha uruestorya hin pananom / han pandakaki, sagingsaging, anis / labi na an panaon”; “And 
these we thatched with our /talk about growing / the pandakaki, the sagingsaging, anis / and the 
panaon”. Evident in their conversation mentioning several species of plants which they wish to take 
care of  is the desire to be more akin to likas. Being exposed to the likas sets the mood for the mind to 
be at ease. The habitual thought of also thinking and conversing about the likas while being exposed 
to it, enriches the relationship of Sugbo and Iday Jitka with the kalikasan. Their oneness with nature 
deepens because they continuously participate in the “growth” of the flora, constantly implanting in 
their consciousness how to take care of them. They become active participants in the quotidian life 
of the likas, thereby healing the aches they feel through pamahongpahong. The process of 
pamahongpahong is not necessarily the withdrawal from the world’s everyday affairs. It is rather the 
meditation aimed at relaxing the mind to become harmonious with kalikasan (Capra, 1991). 

 
In the last stanza, Sugbo notes that it took them long before realizing it was already night time. 
 

Nagmaiha an aton paghinanggabon  We took us quite a while 
han hangin ha bukid    inhaling the cold mountain air 
ug didto nakit-an naton    when we saw 
an nagbaras nga kabiton-an   the stars spread like sand 
an aton nanhihilawig nga mga suol  our fears unfurling 
duyog hinin bulan nga baga   under this moon shaped like 
an sakayan     a boat 
hin layag nakuhaan.    without sail. 

 
The line/s “paghinggabon/han hangin ha bukid”, “inhaling the cold mountain air” highlights the 
breathing in of a natural element into one’s own body. This shows another significant process of 
pamahongpahong. The repeated paghinggabon or breathing in of the cold mountain air connotes the 
taking in of likas sustenance for the healing of the body and mind. Sugbo and Iday Jitka soon realize 
that it is already night time, the stars have already spread like sand. They need to go back to the city 
and leave their “nanhihilawig nga mga suol”, “fears unfurling” in the rural area where the moon looks 
like a boat without sail. 
 

The perception of how the moon looks is significant in understanding what has happened to 



 
 

 

 

the aches Sugbo and Iday Jitka. The moon looks like a boat without sail. A vessel at sea without a sail 
usually drifts away with the movement of the waves. Metaphorically speaking, Sugbo and Iday Jitka 
cast away their aches in the rural area through pamahongpahong. They had already meditated, 
recentered themselves, and realigned with kalikasan. The stars and the moon shaped like a boat with 
a sail was the “tirimad-on” or “the sign” for them to return back to the city. They were then calmed—
in a peaceful and restful state, ready to head on the coming weekdays. 
 

In contrast with “Tacloban” (2021), the mood set in “Tirimad-on” or “The Sign” (2008) is 
therapeutic and meditative. The thematic trajectory in “Tacloban” (2021) is at a constant 
depreciation whereas in “Tirimad-on” or “The Sign” (2008) the thematic trajectory is at a constant 
alleviation. “Tirimad-on” or “The Sign” (2008) starts with a juxtaposition of the blossoming of a 
malimbin tree and the feeling of kaguol or tiredness from the previous week. It proceeds with 
elucidating how one can be unburdened of aches in a rural area and ends with an implied return to 
the city with a renewed sense of well-being. Kalikasan in the “Tirimad-on” or “The Sign” (2008) 
functions as a space where one finds solace with and in nature. 
 

While Sugbo’s perception of the likas and its function are apparent in “Tirimad-on” or “The 
Sign” (2008), its qualities surface more in “Uran” or “Rain” (2008), where a particular natural 
phenomenon is put in the spotlight—rain. 

 
Hinin halawig nga huraw    In this long drought 
Tigda an langit nanmarisbis.   The sky suddenly drizzles. 
Ugtas nga mga kakognan nanngarasikas The dry cogon rustles 
Ha bungkog han Amandewing.   On the back of Amandewing. 
Bisan usa la kadali pag-aruman   Even with this brief rain 
Gudti nga mga tinudkan,    The little kernels will sprout back 
Kababanhawan hin pula busag asul  Resurrect orange, white, and blue 
Inin dako nga kamad-an    In the cracked clearing 
Ngan magrarampag adton    And once more will flourish all 
Hapit na hinbayaan.     The almost forsaken. 

 
In this poem, Sugbo starts with an auditory exposition. He utilizes various sounds made by the 

rain to set the mood of the poem. “Hinin halawig nga huraw / Tigda an langit nanmarisbis / Ugtas 
nga mga kakognan nangarasikas”; In this long drought / The sky suddenly drizzles / The dry cogon 
rustles”. The Waray vocabulary in describing a state of being and the quality of an object is highly 
elaborate (Alegre, 2020). The first three lines of the Waray version “Uran” (2008) end with words 
that stress a specific state and quality. Huraw means no rain (Dorado-Alegre, 1996). Nanmamarisbis 
imitates the sound of a drizzle and nangangarasikas imitates the sound of raindrops against the 
cogon. 
 

The Waray have a variety of terms for the state and quality of the weather with respect to rain. 
There are two synonymous umbrella terms: mauran, the adjective, and uranos, the noun. Other 
adjectives include madalumdom (presence of rainclouds; about to rain); maugdas (prolonged heavy 
downpour without strong winds); masulog (heavy downpour with strong winds). Nouns include 
nanunuro-turo (fall of raindrops prior to a tarahiti/tarithi or uranos); tarahiti/tarithi (drizzle); 
madlos (quick passing of rain from the sea inland); taburos (the splash of rain felt against a surface); 
bunok (heavy downpour without strong winds); and huraw (absence of rain). 
 

Huraw must be read in the spectrum of Waray terms that describe the state and quality of the 



 
 

 
  

 

weather with respect to rain. There is no popularly known Waray word for “drought”. Huraw is 
typically used to pertain to the departure of rain. Sano daw la mahuraw? When will the rain stop? In 
the case of “Uran” or “Rain” (2008), huraw must not be divorced with halawig or long. Huraw may 
not necessarily pertain to drought which is associated with the shortage or scarcity of water, but its 
attachment to halawig captures the quality of the atmosphere as depicted in the poem. “Halawig nga 
huraw” implies the extended period of dryness of the land, the lack or absence of water, and the 
experience of heat for a long time. Line 2 of the poem subtly expresses the relief felt from the rain’s 
arrival. “Tigda an langit nanmarisbis”, “The sky suddenly drizzles”. For the Waray, “the ultimate is 
balance, and excess, of course, is imbalance. No push for more,” (Alegre, 2020). The Waray do not 
relish long periods of uran (rain) or sirak (sunlight). There must always be a balance of the binary 
tropic weather categories. When there is a “halawig nga huraw”, the Waray longs for the rain, so is it 
vice-versa. 
 

Noticeable as well is the use of nanmarisbis in lieu of nanunuro-turo, tarahiti, and uran. The use 
of nanmarisbis emphasizes the sound produced by raindrops. It must be noted that instead of a noun, 
an adjective is used. It is the sky that does the marisbis, like the continuous sprinkling of water out of 
a watering-can. Stressed as well is the sound of raindrops against the cogon grass in line 3, 
nanngangarasikas. 

 
The musicality sustained in the first three lines of the Waray version progresses from the 

alliteration of “h” in the first line “Hinin halawig nga huraw” to the alliteration of the “s” in the second 
and third line, nanmarisbis, nanngarasikas. In the English version, musicality is sustained from the 
alliteration of the “o” in the first line “In this long drought”; to the alliteration of “s” in the second line 
“The sky suddenly”; to the of syntactic and semantic structure of the lines 2 and 3 “The sky suddenly 
drizzles/The dry cogon rustles”; to the assonance and end rhymes of “drizzles” and “rustles”. 
Although musicality is retained in the English version, the overall imagery is rendered through 
visualization. Whereas in the Waray version the lines are not just musical but also onomatopoeic. 
 

Early Waray poetry is characterized by its “address to the ears rather than through the eyes” 
(Luangco, 1982). Sugbo may be a contemporary writer, but his aesthetics remain traditionally Waray. 
The overall high elaboration of the Waray and English version succeed through the concreteness of 
images regardless of address to the ears or eyes. The two versions read together unfold a clearer 
depiction of the Waray sensibilities. In “Uran” or “Rain” (2008), the importance of the balance 
between the season of uran and the season of sirak is portrayed. Sugbo finds relief in the brief rain 
because it will allow the little kernels to sprout and resurrect the colors pula (orange), busag (white), 
asul (blue), colors of the flora. Just before they wither, the rain arrives, and blesses them with water. 
 

Like the value for the balance of the seasons surfaced in “Uran” or “Rain” (2008), the Waray 
value for pamahongpahong is evident in “Tirimad-on” or “The Sign” (2008). Like the former, the 
latter’s Waray version is also addressed through the ears. Waray words found in the latter such as 
nagpaparangrang, nanonobol, iginbutalag, and naghurip echo the sounds produced by the respective 
objects they are ascribed to. Whereas in their respective English counterpart, words like “coaxes”, 
“uncoiled”, “between sips of coffee”, and “thatched” paint pictures in the reader’s head. 
 

Reading the Waray version and the English version together generate an aural-visual 
experience where both complement each other’s sensorial threshold, elucidating a clearer “virtual 
reality” portrayed on the page, where the reader assumes the role of receptor of the written world of 
likas. A “written virtual reality” embedded with the highly elaborated qualities of kalikasan unpacks 



 
 

 

 

the primordial value of the Waray towards balance—balance of the natural and unnatural in terms 
of topography, balance of business and relaxation in terms of well-being, balance of the uran and 
sirak seasons in terms of weather. “The ultimate is balance, and excess, of course, is imbalance,” 
(Alegre, 2020). 
 

It is also important to understand that the natural elements may not always be beneficial to the 
Waray. At times kalikasan may even be a source of displeasure. Take the poem “Bugkot” or “Lost in 
the Mist” (2008) for example. Imploring the same framework applied in the previous poems—
examining what the poem conveys through focusing on the qualities of kalikasan and its 
implications—one can see how the natural can also be unfavorable for the Waray. 
 

“Bugkot” or “Lost in the Mist” (2008) starts with a depiction of the atmosphere’s condition and 
the topography of Kambonggan then proceeds to identify the time of day through the activity of 
residents. It is early morning because the women who sell puto and budbod, local snacks, are still 
curled up in their beds. 

 
Linulukot hinin burong     The mist swaddles 
Inin mga bukid-bukid tikadto ha Kambonggan     the hills going to Kambonggan. 
 
Nabayaw an kakawayanan    Everything is still: 
Inin mga dapdap      the bamboo, the dapdap tree, 
Pati an kabablayan.       and the houses on the slopes 
An kababayin-an nga nanduduhol      The women selling rice cakes and budbod 
hin puto ngan budbod hinin sagka ha Mahaplag at the road bend in Mahaplag 
nangingirogtol pa ha hagkot    stay curled in their beds. 

 
Recognizable immediately is the onomatopoeic words in the Waray version like linulukot and 

nangingirogtol as well as the visualization in the English version found in lines like “The mist 
swaddles” and “stay curled in their beds”. Reading the two versions side by side helps imagine the 
written virtual reality. The proceeding stanzas reveal the overall situation and emotion conveyed in 
the poem. 

 
Bisan gitgit waray gud      No gitgit bird has lost 
mahalisa        its way here. 
 
Kami la, hi ako, hi Inton ngan hi Islao    Only Inton, Islao and I stay along 
An nagyayatawyataw hinin mabatsi nga dalan   this potholed mountain road 
sakay hanin awto       riding a jeep that is constantly 
Nga gin-iinubo.       coughing. 
 
Kahirayo man la kanda Tata     So far to Tata’s house— 
duha pa ka bungto       two more towns 
ngan inin mga burong      and this thick mist 
nga ha amon nag-iinuroalirong.     girdling our way home. 

 
“Bisan gitgit waray gud mahalisa”, “No gitgit bird has lost/its way here.” signals the entrance of the 
poem’s volta. In this stanza, the idea of bugot, also the title of the Waray version, is subtly introduced. 
Bugkot is an irritating feeling the Waray perceive as unacceptable. It is often affixed as a curse word, 
burugkuton!, to express dissatisfaction and irritation. Gitgit birds are endemic in Kambonggan, a 
barangay in Baybay, Leyte. The gitgit cannot be lost because they know the area. Only Sugbo and his 



 
 

 
  

 

companions, Inton and Islao are the ones lost. Sugbo becomes more irritated because the road is 
mabatsi, rough or potholed, and the jeep they are riding can barely make it up the hill. The jeep is 
“gin-iinubo” (coughing). Sugbo has to endure the mist and the unfortunate conditions as much as 
there are two more towns, before they reach their destination, Tata’s house.  
 

In the Waray version, the feeling of bugkot is the highlight while in the English version, it is the 
cause of the unpleasant feeling. Consequently, the titling of “Bugkot” and “Lost in the Mist” (2008) of 
the respective versions. Treating both versions as liminal reflections present a poetic convergence of 
Waray and English where cultural nuances from both languages co-exist. The same can be said of the 
previously examined poems with self-translations. 
 

As for the poem in this chapter which has no Waray counterpart, “Tacloban” (2021), it is read 
under the inference that the aesthetics of the poem are innately Waray since the poem originates 
from a bilingual consciousness exposed mainly to the kalikasan of the Waray speaker. “Tacloban” 
(2021) and the previously examined poems with Waray and English versions share a thematic tool. 
The act of remembering appears to be an integral element in creating a written virtual reality. In 
“Tacloban” (2021), the Waray writer recalls a childhood memory; in “Tirimad-on” or “The Sign” 
(2008), a memory with Iday Jitka; in “Uran” or “Rain” (2008), a time of long drought; in “Bugkot” or 
“Lost in the Mist” (2008), a commute with Inton and Islao. When Sugbo writes of the state of kalikasan 
in Eastern Visayas, there is always an ascription to a particular memory. 
 

With the ongoing real estate development all over Easter Visayas, the likas becomes 
endangered. More and more areas, especially rural areas near a city, accommodate structures and 
infrastructures that are discordant to kalikasan. In the poem “Ha Akon Paglinakaton” or “In My 
Travels” (2014), Sugbo expresses his sadness of the poor urban development. The poem is a 
lamentation of “old Tacloban”. 

 
Ha akon paglinakaton     Since I travel much 
Damo nga mga bungto in akon nakit-an:   I have been to many cities: 
Zamboanga, Iloilo, Cagayan de Oro,   Zamboanga, Iloilo, Cagayan de Oro, 
Iligan, Carcar, Bacolod, Calbayog,    Iligan, Carcar, Bacolod, Calbayog, 
General Santos, Laoag.     General Santos, Laoag. 
 
Han pagsinubaysubay ko han ira mga dalan  Ambling around their streets, 
Say ko natad-an mga dalan han hadto nga Tacloban, I would find the paseos of old Tacloban, 
Daan nga balay, mga bintana nga capis,   Ancient houses, capiz windows, 
Higluag nga banwaon nga mga laguerta,  Wide grassy orchards, 
Mabukad nga mga beranda.    Flowering vertandas. 
 
Dagos ko nabug-on an akon dughan   Quickly my chest would tighten 
Kay didto ha amon di na kilala    For at home I no longer see 
An bungto ko nga nahiaraan.    The town I used to live. 
Ginhahandom ko na la     Now all I can keep is 
An ginmat-an ko nga Tacloban.    The old Tacloban. 

 
The description of the “old Tacloban” which Sugbo finds, natad-an, in the cities he visited underline 
a balance of the natural and artificial. There are “mga bintana nga capis, / Higluag nga banwaon nga 
mga laguerta, / Mabukad nga mga beranda.”; “capiz windows / Wide grassy orchards / Flowering 
verandas.” and even “paseos of old Tacloban”. All these objects characterize a harmonious integration 
of likas elements with architecture. There are even paseos, walkways where people could have a nice 



 
 

 

 

stroll. All these are gone in Tacloban. Today, there are no walkways where one can safely walk. As 
written in “Tacloban” (2021), “the sidewalks are so narrow/that you court danger everyday”. Even 
in Magsaysay Boulevard where the road is relatively wide, one can be sideswiped. The narrow 
sidewalks are poorly constructed that they are often flooded and muddied. The lots where “Daan nga 
balay” or “Ancient houses”, spacious and nature-harmonizing, are now either erected by commercial 
building or simply abandoned. 
 

In his Introduction to Poems from Ground Z, Sugbo (2021) writes, “The old Tacloban is gone. I 
will always miss its quaint charm and the friends I lost.” Sugbo can spot the characteristics of the old 
Tacloban in other cities like “Zamboanga, Iloilo, Cagayan de Oro, / Iligan, Carcar, Bacolod, Calbayog, 
/ General Santos, Laoag.” but never can he go home to the old Tacloban due the drastic changes 
brought by commercialization. As Sugbo enjoys the features of old Tacloban in a different city, he 
feels a heaviness in his chest. For all he can do is remember. All he can do is paghamdom, vividly 
remember, not just the appearance but also the smell, fell, and sound of old Tacloban. “Ginhahandom 
ko na la / An ginmat-an ko nga Tacloban.”; “Now all I can keep is / The old Tacloban”. Interesting in 
this line is the word “ginhahandom”, root word being handom or remembrance. For the Waray, 
remembering a significant memory through objects means not only to re-recognize its appearance 
but also the smell, sound, and most important, the feel of the memory, more so the place where it 
occurred.  
 

By examining the qualities of kalikasan and identifying the nuances of numerous states and 
conditions of things and phenomena, the urgency to embody the intrinsic ability to be sensitive 
towards kalikasan becomes highly elaborate and clear. The poems in this chapter do not just 
showcase the Waray writer’s sensitivity towards kalikasan but also reveal the reality the Waray 
needs to confront; that the disregard of natural spaces result in the preponderance of disturbing 
artificial stimuli like the overpowering buzz of tricycles and the potholed mountain road, as well as 
the disappearance of quaint and charming structures. The overall topography of Eastern Visayas, 
whether urban or rural, needs to improve for the natural and the artificial to harmonize. Otherwise, 
the Waray will just be remembering, manhahandom, their old hometowns, eventually reaching a time 
when all old has been characteristics of their hometowns are forgotten and lost. 
 

Reading the Waray and English versions of the poems together, and treating the work solely 
written in English as an innate bilingual text, that its creation originates from a Waray-English 
consciousness, unravel the qualities of kalikasan as space for meditation (pamahongpahong), source 
of peacefulness, in some unfortunate occasions, a stimulus for distress (bugkot), and often, a 
reference for significant memories (handom). In examining the Waray and English versions of the 
poems as well as the poems solely written in English is a highly elaborate written virtual reality of 
the Waray, where the conventional imagery of the poems is no longer visual, rather a multi-
dimensional sensorial experience. 
 

The Cultural Realm: Forging Relationships with Apoy, Igkasi/Kapwa, and Kalikasan 
 

Covar (1998) defines culture as everything and anything that is created by human beings. 
Culture may either be tangible objects like toys, furniture, and houses, or abstract concepts and ideas 
like faith, values, and belief systems. Compared to kalikasan or the physical realm which constitutes 
of natural elements, the cultural realm is everything that human beings likha or create. Language is 
perhaps the most elaborate kalikhaan or creation of a culture. It mirrors a culture’s world view, thus, 
embodying its sensibilities and values. 



 
 

 
  

 

 
In his study of the Filipino syntax, Alegre (1993) points out that foreign loan words like radyo, 

magasin, and tibi fill out a nominative slot preceding a prepositional marker (ang, ng, sa): ang radio, 
ng magasin, sa tibi. Never is the noun without its prepositional marker in a sentence. From the 
viewpoint of syntax, the basic linguistic unit in Filipino is not a word (e.g., radyo, magasin, tibi, kantam 
drawing), but a market plus a nominative (e.g., ng + radio; ang + magasin; sa + tibi) expressed as “1+”. 
What is fundamentally Filipino is a relationship, not just a word, but a marker plus a nominative 
(Alegre, 1993). 

 
Relationships are central to the life of the Filipino. As he creates or likha other objects, say for 

instance, in the domain of food, he always perceives it as an object in need of a bond. Filipinos eat 
kanin (rice) with ulam (food partnered with rice). The Waray call it kan-on (rice) and sura (food 
partnered with rice). Rice always needs a partner for alone it is incomplete. Thus, rice can be 
expressed as “1+”. A typical Filipino house has no walls between the dining room, living room, and 
kitchen. If ever spaces need to be defined, a divider cabinet or curtain is placed. The design of the 
interior space is appropriated to the social dynamics. There is always space, no matter how big or 
small, to accommodate family, relatives, and friends that come to visit expectedly or unexpectedly. 
The Waray call the interior flexible multi-purpose space as ruwang. Thus, the typical Filipino house 
can also be expressed as “1+”. 
 

The creation and evolution of Filipino culture is based on a relationship expressed as “1+”. As 
the Filipino evolves, so does his relationship. Perhaps this is why in Article 149 of The Family Code 
of the Philippines, the basic unit of society is the family and not the individual (Official Gazette of the 
Philippines, 1987). Forging relationships with his elders, his friends, relatives, and even kalikasan 
strengthens the Filipino sense of being.  
 

Each poem in his chapter is treated as a memory originating from a relationship-centered 
culture. Although the poems are not written in Filipino, they embody a similar characteristic; that 
relationships – expressed as “1+” – are a core value. “The inflexible core of our being is ‘I’ inter and 
intra-connected with one another and with others,” (Alegre, 1993). The Waray, just like the Tagalog, 
also embody a culture of deep relationships. The Waray, after all, are also Filipino. 
 

In the poem “To My Nephew Clint” (2021) Sugbo expounds on his relationship with his 
nephew. The first and the second stanzas establish the dramatic situation of the poem. 

 
As you drive me in my car to 
A far-off town I have yet to name, 
You must wonder 
How all the occasional drives end in 
A distant mountain spring; 
Breakfasts of rice and sweet meats 
At a roadside resto named after a typhoon; 
Brief stops along the sea in Tolosa; 
A shift to Dagami and La Paz. 
 
Of the mp3 player, 
A Japanese baritone intones a bossa, 
At other times, it is a husky voiced 
Chanteuse pouring out her soul in French 



 
 

 

 

Or the Neon Boy Band singing about blue electric eyes. 

 
There are songs playing on the mp3 player—a Japanese baritone, a French chanteuse soul 

singer, and a Neon Boy Band. While on the road trip, Sugbo tells his nephew that he might be 
wondering why occasional drives end in/A distant mountain spring; /Breakfast of rice and sweet 
meats/At a roadside resto named after a typhoon;/Brief stops along the sea in Tolosa;/A shift to 
Dagami and La Paz. It is apparent that Sugbo and Clint go to these places occasionally. They are, as 
Sugbo writes, “occasional drives” with his nephew, which do not happen on a daily basis. It is implied 
that Sugbo and his nephew have work and other quotidian matters to attend to just like any other 
person. What is important, Sugbo implies, is that one makes time to bond with a younger relative-- 
no matter how busy life gets, Sugbo makes time to travel with Clint, takes his time to bond with his 
nephew. 
 

The third stanza reveals an important detail about the nephew; that he is shy, awdunon as the 
Waray would put it.  

 
You are so quiet behind the wheel 
Still the little boy who used to hide 
When I called his name. 

 
Clint remains quiet and rather reserved. Even when he has grown up and is able to drive his 

uncle around, Sugbo still sees him as a little boy, the little boy who used to hide when he called his 
name. Sugbo reminisces on how time has flown and how grown up his nephew has become. This is 
an important characteristic in understanding the advice given in the next stanzas.  

 
Young man, traveling without a plan retires 
All riddles. It stares us in the face like a mirror, 
And puts to a test your sonhood 
And the graying uncle I have become; 
 
But the air is so bright and clear 
And the rain trees are shaking in the sunshine. 

 
Sugbo calls attention to his nephew. “Young man,” he addresses, “traveling without a plan 

retires / All riddles”. Traveling without a plan—just driving and going along—allows anyone to 
explore. It allows one to be present in the now and what is happening. It allows one to cast away the 
questions in his head, to “retire all riddles,” and thus enjoy the places and activities Sugbo mentions 
in the first stanza. 
 

Apart from the advice, Sugbo reiterates that traveling without a plan allows him and his 
nephew to bond. “It stares us in the face like a mirror, / And puts to a test your sonhood / And the 
graying uncle I have become.” Not only will Sugbo and his nephew need to figure out where to go, but 
will also need to catch up with what is going on with their lives. Without a plan, the nephew, who is 
driving the car, will need to interact with his uncle. The occasional drives are the uncle’s way of 
helping the nephew overcome his pagka-awdunon or shyness. It is the uncle’s subtle way of 
deepening his relationship with his nephew. It permits the uncle to give advice and impart in the 
nephew wisdom. 
 

Although time has made Sugbo a graying uncle, it has allowed Clint to mature. The stanza prior 



 
 

 
  

 

Figure 2. Filipino family in terms of degree of affinity 

to the last two lines end with a semi-colon (;), indicating a pause and the continuation of thought 
about time to the last stanza. Time puts to a test the sonhood of Clint and Sugbo’s old age. “But the air 
is so bright and clear / And the rain trees are shaking in the sunshine.” Sugbo renders his point 
beautifully and poetically as if saying, “Look, Clint. Look at the rain trees. Feel the clear air. Look. Feel. 
You, we, are present.” 
 

One can imagine that the uncle points this out to the nephew as they pass by rain trees along 
the road in Leyte. As they drive through the scenery, one could imagine the foliage – leaves fluttering 
in the wind – shimmering with the sunlight. This image highlights the magical aura of presences: the 
presence of trees along the road, the presence of Clint driving, the presence of the uncle conscious of 
his senescence. All being present in the here and now. Simple things reverberate the beauty of fleeting 
moments. Like a mountain spring, breakfast of rice and sweet meats, and brief stops along the sea, 
the shimmering of rain trees is a passing phenomena. They are ephemeral but are forever in memory. 
To treasure them is to treasure the people with whom the experiences have been shared.  
 

The poem is addressed specifically to the nephew. Even its title is a dedication, “To My Nephew 
Clint” (2021). One may read this as an epistolary poem, one that adapts the letter form. However, in 
the context of the Waray, the poem can be read more so as a sagdon, a subtle reminder usually given 
by elders to the younger generation, similar to the Filipino payo or pangaral. When the adolescents 
enter a serious romantic relationship, the parents or the parental figures usually give their advice, 
warnings, and reminders. Sinasagdunan. Occasionally, it can also be close friends who sagdon. When 
someone is in a complicated or worrisome situation, the close friends sagdon. Pagsagdon (the act of 
sagdon) and sagdon connotes an imparting of wisdom. Conventionally, it is the elderly who poses 
wisdom because they have lived longer, have endured the perils of life more, and supposedly 
understood what it means to live compared to the younger generation. 
 

In a typical Filipino household, the people living under one roof are not just the mother, father, 
and children. Often, the grandparents, uncles, aunties, and in certain cases, in-laws live in one house. 
In “Pilipinolohiya”, Covar (1998) notes that Filipinos have specific terms for in-laws, depending on 
the degree of affinity. Below is the visual representation from the Covar’s essay. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1/2 and 3/4 are magbalae or abalayan. 8 is the manugang of 1 & 2; likewise, 10 is the manugang of 3 
& 4. 1/2 are biyenan of 8 like 3/4 are biyenan of 10. 5 and 7 are magbayaw, so are 7 and 9. 10 and 8 
are maghipag. 5 and 8 are magbilas, and so are 7 and 9 (Covar, 1998). In Waray balae or abalayan is 
mag-balaye; manugang is umagad; biyenan is ugangan; bayaw is still bayaw; hipag is still hipag; and 
bilas is still bilas (Dorado-Alegre, 2009). 



 
 

 

 

 
In the American kinship system, all the relatives bonded through affinity are generally called 

“in-laws” (Covar, 1998). There are no specific terms to describe the degree of affinity. In the Filipino 
and Waray kinship system however, there are specifics. There are specific terms used to describe 
one’s relationship with a relative bonded through affinity. What more for those bonded through 
consanguinity? 
 

In a typical Filipino household, the extended family is always present. Naturally, the older 
people in the household care for the younger ones. Parenthood is not vested solely in the parents but 
shared with a wider circle of adults and elderly relatives (Costello, 1994). Hence, the importance of 
naming these relatives. Identifying their connection with the younger generation establishes a deep 
familial bond with the relatives. 
 

Interestingly, Sugbo uses “sonhood” in the fourth stanza to define his relationship with his 
nephew. Although he is just an uncle, he treats his nephew like a son, as if his nephew is his own child. 
The uncle in this context assumes the role of a parent. He becomes a parental figure. He shares the 
same responsibility of a parent. As parents are obliged to take good care and guide their children 
through life, so is the uncle. The uncle, just like the parents, gives his sagdon. He imparts wisdom to 
the next generation of their family since it is an integral part of parenthood. Referring to his 
relationship with his nephew as “sonhood” mirrors the Filipino, more so the Waray sensibility, Covar 
(1998) and Constello (1994) pose; that parenting is vested not solely on the parents but also with 
other elders in the family, regardless of they are related through affinity or consanguinity. 
 

While Sugbo takes on the role of the elder in “To My Nephew Clint” (2021), he assumes the role 
of the young in “Parada Han mga Sinya” or “The Parade of Zinnias” (2014). In the latter, instead of 
the person that gives the sagdon, Sugbo is the recipient. In the first and second stanzas of the latter, 
Sugbo expresses his amazement of the colorfulness of zinnias. 

 
Kan Inse Agrinipina mga sinya   Inse Agripina’s zinnias 
Nga taga-Catandug nanunubol    Used to live in Catandug. Now they dot 
Pula, dulaw, granate,    Red yellow purple 
Hinin berde nga kadak-an    This vast expanse of green 
Ha libong hinin kabalayan han Bitanhuan. In the yards of Bitanhuan. 
 
Kamaglakat hinin mga sinya ni Inse Agripina; How they travel, these zinnias! 
Hin-o daw la inin ira sinusunodsunod?  Who could they be searching? 

 
The first and second stanzas carry a child-like undertone nostalgic of a child’s wondrousness and 
amazement. There are three unique areas where the child-like undertone surfaces: coloration, travel, 
and personal association. 
 

Coloration adds vibrancy to the scene of the poem. Like a child, Sugbo looks at the vast green 
expanse as a dull area, a space in need of color. Zinnias add the colors pula, dulaw, granate to the dull 
space. Multiplied by a hundred, the colorful blooming zinnias paint the dull canvass. The vast green 
expanse becomes dotted with red, yellow, and purple. A child knows a blank dull canvas needs color 
like how the berde nga kadak-an needs pula, dulaw, granate. 
 

Where does this coloration occur? “Ha libong hinin kabalayan han Bitanhuan”, “In the yards of 
Bitanhuan”. It is in every home in Bitanhuan. From Cantadug, a barangay found in Hilongos, Leyte, 



 
 

 
  

 

the zinnias travelled 43 kilometers to Bitanhuan, a barangay in Baybay, Leyte. Although both places 
are found on the south-west coast of Leyte, their distance is fairly far. Hence, Sugbo’s amazement of 
natural coloration expressed in the second stanza, “Kamaglakat hinin mga sinya ni Inse Agripina; / 
Hin-o daw la inin ira sinusunodsunod?”, “How they travel, these zinnias!”/ Who could they be 
searching?” 
 

Most notable in the poem is the association of the zinnias to Inse Agripina, the grandaunt of the 
writer. Sugbo perceives the zinnias found in Bitanhuan as the same zinnias his grandaunt planted in 
Cantandug. Although, the zinnias in the yards in Bitanhuan may not exactly be the ones his grandaunt 
planted, they are, to Sugbo, the zinnias of a childhood with Inse Agripina. While he observes the 
natural coloration in the dull green expanse and imagines the distance from Cantandug to Bitanhuan, 
Sugbo remembers his Inse Agripina who once tended to zinnias of various colors, the grandaunt who 
took care of him when he was little.  
 

The third and fourth stanza unravel what happened with Inse Agripina and how the writer 
feels towards her leaving.  

 
Maiha na kami ni Inse waray pagkita,      For a long time I have not seen Inse, 
Tagbantay hadton akon kalumatod.      After she took care of me as a child. 
Diri na ha amon hiya nabisita       She has not visited us since. 
Amo nga nailiw na hi nanay han binungkos     This is why Mother misses her harvest 
Ni Inse nga mga sinya dara kabilin nga hamot  Of zinnias, heavy with 
 
Han hagkot, kikidlat, adlaw ngan uran.  The scent of lush cool nights, lightning, sun, and 

rain. 
 
Nabaroan ko nga binmaya hiya han Cantandug        I learned she left Cantandug, 
Napulo na ka tuig ngan upat ka dulom na an umagi.  Ten years and four quarter moons ago. 
May nasiring nga di na daw mabalik.        They say she would not come back. 
Aanhi la tingale nagtitinago hi Inse.          Inse could just be hidng here 
Kay inin mga sinya          As these zinnias keep 
Duro man panmarada        Parading 
Ha mga bungsaran hinin BItanhuan.        In the yards of BItanhuan. 

 
It has been more than ten years since Inse Agripina visited Sugbo and his family. Whether she died 
or simply left their hometown is unclear. The fourth stanza stars with “Nabaroan ko nga binmaya 
hiya han Cantandug”,  “I learned she left Cantandug,”. Binmaya could mean the passing of Inse 
Agripina. It could mean she left this world and unto the next. However, binmaya is loose translated 
into English as “left”, connoting the vagueness of the dramatic situation. “Binmaya” or “left” in this 
case could also mean she left their hometown for good, perhaps relocate somewhere outside of Leyte 
and Samar. Moreover, the line, “May nasiring nga di na daw mabalik.”, “They say she would not come 
back.” suggests that Inse Agripina may have also refused, on her own terms, to come back. Perhaps 
something happened in her hometown that triggered her to refuse coming home, which may also 
explain why she did not visited Sugbo since, “Diri na ha amon hiya nabisita”, “She has not visited us 
since.”. 
 

Nevertheless, it is implied that Sugbo and his family have not met or made contact with Inse 
Agripina for more than ten years. “Diri na ha amon hiya nabisita”, “She has not visited us since.” 
Because Sugbo has not seen her for years, his memory of her remains that of a childhood with zinnias. 
He imagines her hiding in the bountiful of zinnias in Bitanhuan, as if saying she remains to guide him 



 
 

 

 

in his journeys. 
 

Additionally, Sugbo never mentions that he misses his Inse Agripina in the poem. The Waray 
are well known to be indirect and non-confrontational when faced with emotions and social 
dilemmas. There is even a term used to describe the use of indirect references in lieu of a direct 
statement of one’s feeling or thoughts: paaliday (Dorado-Alegre, 2009). In the third stanza, Sugbo 
mentions that his mother misses Inse Agripina’s zinnias—"Amo nga nailiw na hi Nanay han 
binungkos / Ni Inse nga mga sinya”, “This is why Mother misses her harvest / Of zinnias,”—and that 
the smell of zinnias absorbed natural scent— that of hagkot (the cold), kikidlat (lightning), adlaw 
(sun), and uran (rain). Instead of giving a direct statement of his feeling and thoughts about Inse 
Agripina leaving, Sugbo refers to his mother who misses Inse Agripina’s zinnias and the scents has 
absorbed. He refers to zinnias, the central image, when he really means to write of his longing for his 
grandaunt. 
 

The whole poem is a paaliday. While the zinnias are the central image, what surfaces beyond 
the literal is the longing for Inse Agripina. The coloration of the dull green expanse, the distance of 
Cantandug and Bitanhuan, and the scents absorbed by zinnias are all indirections that lead to the 
flourishing of the implicit. Binmaya na hi Inse Agripina. She will not come back. 
 

In “Parada Han mga Sinya” or “The Parade of Zinnias” (2014), Sugbo takes off the role of the 
elder as portrayed in “To My Nephew Clint” (2021), instead he becomes the nephew who yearns for 
the presence and guidance of his ancestors. He looks toward his apoy, the elder in his family, for 
counsel. Reading the two poems in succession shows the passing on of wisdom and familial values 
from generation to generation. The succession of roles is quite apparent. Inse Agripina took care and 
guided Sugbo when he was little. To pay it forward, Sugbo takes care and guides his nephew Clint 
even in his adolescence. Evident in both poems is the centrality of family—the respect the young have 
for their apoy and the role elders play in parenting shared with the mother and the father. Family 
remains a core elements in the life of the Filipino, more so, the Waray. 
 

“Parada Han mga Sinya” or “The Parade of Zinnias” (2014) ends with a bitter-sweet note. 
Although Inse Agripina will not come back, Sugbo imagines her hiding in the zinnia bushes as they 
parade the yards of Bitanhuan. This hopefulness reflects the Waray sense of pagkamarig-on or 
resiliency. In her analysis of Waray resilience manifested during super typhoon Yolanda, Dorado-
Alegre (2017) writes, “And the only way to cope with this horrorful experience is to act – to get into 
the limen of the embodied knowledge of the sacred, into the physicality of space where the space is 
now empty because the loved one is missing or dead.” Sugbo does just that, he acts, and therefore 
reacts to the going away of his grandaunt. He remembers her in the physical space, allowing himself 
to grieve and concomitantly, heal. 
 

The Waray pagkamarig-on is even more evident in “Few Months After Haiyan” (2021). In this 
poem, Sugbo details post-Yolanda Tacloban. In the first stanza, Sugbo maps out the city, describing 
distinct characteristics of specific areas after the super typhoon. 

 
My city at ground zero is 
wrecked houses, steel frames, 
wood trusses jutting in the sun; 
and stone walls torn by the sea’s battering. 
Along the shores of Magallanes 
and Independencia sprout lean-tos and huts. 



 
 

 
  

 

San Jose is a ghost of makeshift dwellings 
broken lampposts and felled trees. 

 
Tacloban at ground zero is all destruction: wrecked houses, steel frames, wood trusses, torn down 
stone walls, broken lampposts, and felled trees. The setting depicted in the first stanza sets the mood 
of the poem. The types of wreckage paint a destroyed city, devastated and hopeless. Yet in the 
proceeding stanzas, the mood transforms into something sanguine. 
 

And early this morning came 
a young man 
carrying a sack of the world’s sorrows, 
plastic bottles, crumpled papers, and torn 
shopping bags; 
he sat at our doorstep, 
facing the street, 
and with his black pen, 
wrote on the pavement 
 
eyes 
    bruise 
feet 
     grandfather 
flood 
     walk 
  breathe 
wounds 
        death 
woman 
       hope 

 
The poem has an ominous tone. From a generic description of the ground zero, depicted in the 

first stanza, the poem progresses into a more personal account. The second stanza tells a story of a 
young scavenger, “carrying a sack of the world’s sorrows, / plastic bottles, crumpled paper, and torn 
/ shopping bags;”. The characterization implies that Sugbo pities the young scavenger. Notice his 
description of the items inside the sack. The sack is full of “the world’s sorrows”. The stranger is 
unquestionably part of the urban poor population. He sits on the doorstep of Sugbo’s house and 
vandals the pavement which the third stanza visualizes. Although it is a vandal, Sugbo simply puts it 
that the stranger “wrote / on the pavement”. This indicates that he perceives the vandal as something 
harmless.  
 

Unlike the portrayal in media, looting after the Yolanda was fairly “peaceful” in Tacloban. Sure, 
there were bodegas, groceries, department stores, and appliance shops that took a heavy loss in 
revenue but these cases were few. The ones that looted flat screen TVs, stereos, and other non-
essential equipment, were perceived by the majority as mercenaries. Because they were taking non-
essential goods, the public saw them as greedy. Majority of people in Tacloban looted only for the 
essentials like food, water, clothes, and gasoline. People who knew where to get these essentials 
shared the information to people they met on the street. In the looting areas, strong men helped the 
women acquire goods. The ones that could climb heaps of boxes gave some to the unable. 
 

The Waray had a sense of community even when they were looting. To an extent, the Waray 



 
 

 

 

were communal, sharing the little and big they had to those in need. This same sense of communality 
is found in how Sugbo tolerates the vandal on his pavement. Instead of antagonizing the scavenger, 
Sugbo examines the writing and translates that experience into a poem. Sugbo perceives the writing 
on his pavement as an expression of the stranger’s suffering as written in the fourth stanza. 

 
With sweeping strokes 
he drew the spaces 
of his lost home, 
and rendered 
a haze of his heart. 
 
A blue-eyed tourist caught 
the scatter of words, 
took a picture, 
then with his camera 
left quietly. 
 
Just a stride away: 
a tiny weed’s yellow bloom shines 
on a crevice of the concrete floor. 

Sugbo also notices how personal suffering becomes interesting to the foreign eyes. “Blue-eyed” 
connotes that the person who took the picture of the scavenger’s writing is white. The title of the 
poem uses the term the international name of the super typhoon “Haiyan” instead of the local name 
“Yolanda”. This signals that the audience of this poem goes beyond the borders of Eastern Visayas. 
 

Nonetheless, the poem retains its local texture. The mapping out of the city in the first stanza 
indicates that the point-of-view of the poem comes from the insider of the culture being portrayed. 
It comes from a person who clearly knows the city and can deeply empathize with the young 
scavenger. Moreover, the blue-eyed photographer is described as a “tourist”, a person not from 
Tacloban, a non-Waray. The use of “tourist” distinguishes the insider from the outsider. A role 
reversal occurs when the outsider, who presumes the role of the observer, becomes the observed. 
The writer makes his cultural identity know to non-Waray readers by locating himself in the chaos 
of ground zero. Even when he speaks of a language not innately his, the writer presents the local. He 
positions himself as a resident of ground zero, experiencing the recovery. Sugbo maintains a Waray 
consciousness even when he writes in English.  
 

In the Introduction to Poems from Ground Z, Sugbo (2021) writes, “It took me some more 
months before I could finally write my poems about Haiyan. I could not write them any earlier 
because my memories of the typhoon were quite raw, like wounds that still needed time to heal.” 
English warrants a writer from the region to distance himself from a raw and highly personal 
experience such as Yolanda. When the writer who experiences grief and sorrow writes in translation, 
a space to process his emotions opens up. This leeway is a catalyst for healing. It aids the writer from 
the region to come into terms with his experience, more so, his trauma. Perhaps this is why the 
entirety of Sugbo’s third poetry collection is written in English. Perhaps he was writing to heal. “I 
wrote and will still write about Haiyan because I want to remember and make others remember the 
event, the irretrievable loss, and the well of goodness that spread throughout the city at the time,” 
(Sugbo, 2021). 

One of the many goodness that spread throughout the city after Yolanda is found in the last 
stanza attempts of the poem. “Just a stride away: / a tiny weed’s yellow bloom shines / on a crevice 



 
 

 
  

 

of the concrete floor.” Here again is a paaliday. Not far away from the writing on the pavement is a 
small cracked opening on the concrete floor – a crevice – where one could imagine the slow and subtle 
opening of a small yellow bud as the sun shines upon the flowering of weeds. No matter how big a 
tragedy, a small and tiny ounce of the last fallen word from the young scavenger’s writing sprouts. 
Hope. 
 

Hope is the indirect feeling “Few Months after Haiyan” (2021) wishes to convey, the same 
cessation in “Parada Han mga Sinya” or “The Parade of Zinnias” (2014). It is the end-point behind the 
many shades of meaning in both poems. The being pagkamarig-on of the Waray is built on a strong 
sense of hope. Even in circumstances when longing and trauma are not necessarily present, the 
Waray remain hopeful. 

 
In the poem “Larang” or “Annunciation” (2014), Sugbo shows how hopefulness is deeply 

embedded in the faith and belief system of the Waray. The poem talks about the Saint Anthony de 
Padua Church in Sulangan, Guiuan, Eastern Samar, where locals and pilgrims visit to make a wish. It 
is believed that a strong typhoon once came to Sulangan. In the midst of the typhoon and while a lot 
of things were about to be submerged in water, the statue of Saint Anthony de Padua was almost 
undamaged. It remained intact and whole. Since then, locals of Sulangan have prayed to Saint 
Anthony for miracles and thanked him for saving them from the typhoon. No matter how bizarre or 
impossible one’s wish may be, it is believed that Saint Anthony de Padua would grant them. During 
the desperas of the feast day of Saint Anthony, people would go on a pilgrim walk from Guiuan proper 
to Sulangan with the belief that their penitence would cleanse their souls and attract more blessings. 
 

In the poem, the belief that Saint Anthony de Padua grants wishes is alive. The belief of his 
miracle works is extant. The first and second stanzas sketch a melancholy and miraculous 
atmosphere of Sulangan.  

 
Tubtub la ad akita dinhi      We can only stay up to this point, 
Ha baybayon han Sulangan.    The shore of Sulangan. 
 
Kahuman ha kapilya pandagkot    After lighting candles in the chapel 
Pandiskarga han mga suol kan San Antonio:  Unloading our burdens on Saint Anthony: 
An kawaray tipoy, waray liwat trabaho,   Empty pockets, no job, 
May sakit nga amay, lukat han prenda,   An ailing father, a mortgage, 
Ginpukan nga gugma, kasumo,    A jilted love, boredom, 
Adi kita hinin baybay     Here by the shores we wait 
Nagpapataghom      To cool 
Han at mga tiil      Our feet 
Nagpapatin-aw      To rest 
Han panlantaw.      Our eye. 

 
Pilgrims, tourists, and locals unload their burdens to Saint Anthony, Sugbo writes. They light a 

candle and pray to have money, to get a job, for the recovery of a dying father, to pay off debt, and to 
heal from heartbreak. Apart from the unburdening of sorrow in the church, the natural space of 
Sulangan also grants a person to meditate and recalibrate, to pamahongpahong. Similar to 
“Tirimadon” or “The Sign” (2008) in Chapter 2, Sugbo meditates, namamahongpahong. He sources 
his ease and relaxation from the natural elements of Sulangan—"Nagpapataghom / Han at mga tiil / 
Nagpapatin-aw / Han panlantaw”, “To cool / Our feet / To rest / Our eyes”. The writer’s senses 
become heightened due to the exposure to the natural elements. He is able to notice the shape and 



 
 

 

 

condition of Humonhon island. 
 
Tabok hinin lawod      Across this sea 
Hi Humonhon     Humonhon, 
Himyang nga nahigda    Lays calmly 
Sugad hin higante nga nakaturog   Like a giant sleeping 
Hinin abohon nga banig han dagat.  On the ashen mat of the sea. 
 
Tubtub la anay kita dinhi,    Up to this point we can stay 
Ha baybayon han Sulangan;   On the shore of Sulangan. 
Abot la dinhi      Up here 
An aton mga mahihimo nga larang;  We can make our wishes, 
Pagbinakho atubang kan San Antonio;  Mumbling our misery to Saint Anthony; 
Kahimyang man la ni Humonhon.   How sound Humonhon sleeps!  

 
As Sugbo gazes at Homonhon, he notices how sound and still the island seems and how the sea 

looks calm. He realizes that importance of casting his wishes to the wind. He thinks, “Tubtub la anay 
kita dinhi, / Ha baybayon han Sulangan;”, “Up to this point we can stay / On the shore of Sulangan.” 
Sugbo give his larang. He delivers his pronouncement. He and the person he is talking with in the 
poem can so much as lay on the shore, unwind, unburden themselves of sorrows to Saint Anthony, 
but they do not really know if their wishes will be granted. They hold unto faith. Whether or not Saint 
Anthony would grant their wishes, bahala na. Cast it to the wind. What is important is that they are 
able to pamahongpahong, to meditate and realign themselves with the world. 
 

In this poem, Sugbo is not just an observer of the religious practice, of the pilgrimage in 
Sulangan and the faith that wishes will granted by Saint Anthony de Padua. Sugbo is also a participant 
of the culture depicted. He participates in the healing process. Like the prayerful wishers in church, 
he too lights a candle and unburdens his sorrows. Namamahongpahong gihap hiya. He too meditates. 
He stays on the shores of Sulangan, marvels at Humonhon, and practices self-reflexivity. 
 

Humonhon—like the rain trees, the zinnias, and the flowering on the crevice—is a natural 
element which the writer references to indirectly convey his feelings and thoughts. Without these 
natural central images, a paaliday would not form. Apart from the deep rooted relationship with the 
kaganak, the Waray also forge a deep relationship with the kalikasan. Rain trees in “To My Nephew 
Clint” (2021) function to remind Clint to be present in the here and now. Zinnias trigger a childhood 
memory with Inse Agripina in “Parada Han mga Sinya” or “The Parade of Zinnias” (2014). The 
flowering on the crevice in “Few Months After Haiyan” (2021) symbolize hope. The stillness and 
calmness of Humonhon in “Larang” or “Annunciation” (2014) is source a realization; that the practice 
of pamahongpahong and the participation in the belief system is important to replenish strength. 
 

Positioning oneself from the inside, as not just an observer of the culture presented on paper, 
rather as a constituent part of the world depicted, grants not only a deeper understanding of the 
culture studied but also the blossoming of the insider’s perspective (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). To 
embody the culture is being part of it. 
 

In “An Akon Inuoli” or “Going Home” (2008), Sugbo outlines how reflection, immersed in 
kalikasan, to the apoy and the igkasi/kapwa achieves total internal recovery. The poem opens with 
Sugbo exercising a paaliday. 

 



 
 

 
  

 

Nag-aandam pa la       As I prepare 
Paglakat para Hindang     To leave for Hindang 
Masarit na ako ha akon bugto upod pasangil:  I tell my sister a reason: 
Makikikigkita ako kan Na Talina    To see Na Talina 
Kay inin naninig-a ko     For the stiffness 
Nga abaga kinahanglan tuthuan,    In my shoulders she needs to spit on, 
Inin akon kabutlaw tarayhupan.    This weakness she needs to blow away. 

  
Filipinos do not quite say goodbye (Alegre, 1993). Often when someone takes leave he says, 

“Paalis na ako”. I’ll be going. Some say “bye-bye” of course, but the contraction rings not of the same 
finality or farewell as “goodbye”. The Waray call it panarit or pagsarit, its root word being sarit, 
meaning to ask permission. Sugbo takes his leave for Hindang and asks permission from his sister. 
The paaliday transpires when he utters a pasangil or an excuse upon taking his leave. Sugbo does not 
reveal to his sister why he goes home to Hindang. The next stanza shows the writer’s real purpose, 
kayano hiya nauli, why he decided to go home.  

 
 
Pagabot ko ha Magallanes      When I reach Magallanes 
An balay hilarom an pagbuot    The house is in deep thought 
Kay hi Tata an nananagat pa.    For Tata had gone out to fish 
Dayon ko pakadto kan Nanay humayan,   So I walk straight to Nanay’s ricefield 
Mag-iininaw hiton mga talabong nga kalasan.  To watch the wild herons. 
Kna Na Trining kalubian liliputon ko liwat  Round Na Trining’s plam grove, I trace 
Rumbo an suba nga amon ni Okoy    The path to the river we used to cross, 
Gintatanoktabokan hadton isdaan pa.   Okoy and I, when it was still full of fish. 
Sirong han Talisay igpupuruko ko    And in the shade of the talisay tree I sit, 
Inin dara ko nga mga ugmad    Taking out these panic I brought with me 
Nga atubang hinin naglilinaw    And looking out to the clear 
Nga dagat han Hindang     Waters of Hindang 
Akon inuoli an tanan     I give back everything 
Basi ako man maulian.     That I may recover. 

 
Naugmaran hiya. The writer’s soul was startled, causing an internal imbalance. Ugmad is 

translated as “panic”. The soul panics when it is startled.  The panic causes a disturbance in 
consciousness and an unsettling feeling. To aid this, Sugbo goes home to Hindang— goes to his 
mother’s rice fields to watch the wild herons, to Na Trining’s palm grove, and to the river he and Okoy 
once crossed. Under the shade of a talisay, he looks out to the clear waters of Hindang to 
pamahongpahong. 
 

The Waray’s relationship with kalikasan in this poem does not end with a paaliday. As 
established in the first part of the findings and discussions, the natural realm is a site for recovery, 
but what makes Hindang truly home to the writer is beyond the natural. The familiarity of the place 
and its precipitation to reconstruct spatial memory allows the writer to be at home. More than the 
natural, it is the cultural, forged with many relationships, that generates the sense of being at home.  
 

By paying attention to the titles attributed to Talina and Trining, one can see the deep 
rootedness of relationships. Both are attributed with title Na, a contraction of Mana, a Waray term 
used to express respect for older women. Not only does the ascription of “Na” show respect for the 
elder but it also emphasizes on the relationship, on the familiarity instead of the othering. Na Talina 
and Na Trining are almost like family, like the apoy because they are elders. They are not others, 



 
 

 

 

rather kapwa in Filipino, the unity of the “self” and “others” (Enriquez, 1978). In Waray, they are 
igkasi.  

 
The writer is never alone. He is surround by his kaganak (parents), apoy (ancestors), and 

igkasi/kapwa (close friends). The Waray yearn not only to be part of the lives of his kaganak, apoy, 
and igkasi, but also to be together with them. And only in their togetherness can he be truly whole. 
 

Relationships, whether with the natural or with the people dear to him, are always central to 
the life of the Waray. More than the physical, the cultural prospers. When the Waray experiences an 
unsettling feeling, naugmaran, he know he needs to go home. The last two lines of the poem 
summarize the ultimate of recovery, “Akon inuoli an tanan / Basi ako maulian”, “I give back everything 
/ That I may recover”. Maulian—the Waray term used to refer to internal recover relates to the sense 
of going home. One gives everything back, inuoli, in order to recover, maulian. In other Visayan 
cultures, people strike gongs and drums or bang pots and pans to create a noise baggage, hoping that 
it attracts attention to a lost soul and find its way back to its abode (Mojares, 2002). When one 
experiences an ugmad, one must go home, uli, to be at home. No matter how strong the ugmad or how 
long the sense of self is lost, the soul can always return home. Only in the familiarity of home - the 
physicality of space and comfort of family and friends – can the ugmad be cast away. 
 

What characterizes the cultural realm of the Waray most is its value for relationships. The 
depth of each relationship with the apoy and igkasi/kapwa is defined by the attribution such as Inse, 
Nanay, Na. Natural elements and places associated to a person such as rain trees, zinnias, a flowering 
on a crevice, Sulangan, and Hindang unravel the familiarity and intimacy in each relationship. Shared 
moments such as a drive, a childhood, a super typhoon, a pilgrimage, and going home nourish the 
intimacy between the writer and the people he wrote about.  
 

Sugbo’s cultural realm is a shared multi-dimensional sensorial experience. Behind every poem 
is a paaliday that points toward a relationship—relationship with a nephew, with Inse, with the apoy, 
with the igkasi/kapwa, with faith, and with kalikasan. Waray cultural norms and practices such as a 
sagdon, shared parenthood with other elders, pagkamarig-on, pagsarit, and maulian, are formed to 
reinforce the intra and inter-dependence among people and with kalikasan. Each norm and practice 
is a manifestation of the core value “1+”.  
 

Reading each poem as a memory in a relationship-centered realm trace the junctures of 
significant interactions the Waray writer cherishes. Each juncture is a unique bonding moment. Each 
moment evinces an honest aspect of his being and becoming. Through his poetry, such bonding 
moments are reified, creating emblems of genuine and deep human connection. The Waray writer is 
a caring uncle, a longing grandnephew, a loving son, and a concerned igkasi/kapwa altogether. His 
social identities are his selves. He becomes defined by them. 

The cultural realm of the Waray is a world forged from relationships. To be in it means to create 
meaningful bonds, ones that last beyond lifetimes. Only in the bond can the Waray truly define 
themselves. Only then can they assert who they are. 

 

The Supernatural Realm: The Sacredness of the Mga Diri Sugad ha Aton 
 

Covar (1998) describes the supernatural realm as “lihim na kapaligiran” or the secret realm. It 
is a sacred space distinct to the Filipino and may not necessarily be as deeply and fully understood 
by foreign scholars. Hence, its “secretness”. There are certain characteristics that Covar (1998) 



 
 

 
  

 

associates with the supernatural realm such as likas (natural), litaw (appear), and hayag (surfaced). 
Filipinos know that supernatural beings exist. In certain instances, they appear, litaw, or make their 
presence felt through dreams (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). Like all cultures, the Waray create norms, 
customs, practices, and rituals to communicate with or cast away the supernatural. For instance, it is 
common practice among the Waray that when a person is lost, circling the same places he passes by, 
he must reverse his clothes and put it back on. Only then, can he escape the loop opened by a 
malevolent and/or disturbed supernatural being. While the reversal of clothes is a created custom, 
the existence of the supernatural is not. Like kalikasan, they too, are likas. The only difference is that 
they occupy a space beyond the natural. Hence, supernatural. 
 

Western scholars like Eric Hirsch and Michael O’Hanlon (1995) would usually categorize the 
supernatural as just another construct of the cultural realm, suggesting that the beings which 
permeate the former are just mere likha or creations of the culture that acknowledges its existence.  
However, for the Filipino, more so the Waray,  the supernatural is real. It is not mere imagination. 
 

To fully understand the supernatural is near impossible perhaps because it exists in a realm 
beyond the natural and cultural, a realm humans cannot enter unless dead. Although some can 
communicate with the supernatural like the babaylan (spirit communicators), they cannot travel to 
the realm (Dorado-Alegre, 2014). 
 

Diwata is arguably the most common term used to refer to supernatural beings in Filipino 
folklore. There are mainly two types of diwata. First is the type of diwata that does not guard or dwell 
in natural objects. They are the diwata that simply occupy the supernatural realm and are often 
considered to be supernatural beings of a higher stature. Take for example Laon, the supreme ruler 
of many Visayan cultures whose name denotes antiquity, and the Tagalog Bathala who is believed to 
be the divine creator or maker (Scott, 1994). The second type of diwata is the one that guards and 
dwells in natural spaces like seas, rivers, trees, forests, fields, and the sky. The Waray refer to this 
type of diwata as umurukoy, the root words being “ukoy” or stay put. There are several kinds of 
umurukoy depending on the natural habitats they dwell in. The ones that dwell in the forest are called 
kahoynon. The ones in the forest clearings amidst felled trees and logs are called batangnon. Those in 
the ground are called tunan-on or tagtuna. The ones that dwelt in the water are called tubignon. There 
is a specific term for those that dwell in rivers, tagasalog. Likewise, the ones that inhabit grassy lands 
are called tagabanwa ( Villegas, 1968). 
 

In “Engkantada” (2008), Sugbo writes of a diwata that guards a mountain and once brought 
bounty to the forest it inhabited. The first stanza of the poem establishes the familiarity of Sugbo with 
the forest. 

 
ha pagbinalikbalik ko   each time I’m back 
dinhi hinin mga sarak-on  on the slopes 
hanin kabubkiran   of this mountain 
di ko na ikaw hinikikit-an.  I don’t see you anymore. 
say ko natatangbuan   All I find 
inin mga bulod nga binungi-an, cleft hills 
mga dapdap ngan bantulinao  the dapdap and bantulinao trees left 
nga daw pinanmayaan.   Like children caught at the war zone. 

 
The first line implies that Sugbo has gone several times to the mountain. In all of the times that he 
went, he never saw the diwata. Instead what he found are the dapdap and bantulinao trees in the hills 



 
 

 

 

were left to survive by themselves.  
 

One can immediately identify the type of diwata in the first stanza. With the word pinanmayaan 
or “left”, one can denote that the diwata is an umurukoy.  The diwata once lived in the mountains and 
guarded the dapdap and bantulinao trees. Interestingly, the diwata is female. Notice that the last line 
in the English version likens the dapdap and the bantulinao trees to “children caught at the war zone”.  
The war in this line may just be a hypothetical war, nothing specific. More significant is the likening 
of trees to children, as if saying that the diwata abandoned her dapdap and bantulinao children. 
Although fathers today are also expected to care for their children, conventionally, it is still mothers 
who look after them.  
 

Apart from the children mentioned in the last line of the first stanza, the title of the poem, 
“Engkantada”, also suggest that the diwata is female. Although anthropologically, diwata is 
ungendered, it has today become associated with the female. This is evident in the 2014 song titled 
“Diwata” by Abra featuring Chito Miranda where the description “ikaw ang pinakamaganda” (you are 
the most beautiful, alludes to a woman). The linkage to the female is caused by the “a” and “o” gender 
association in Spanish, where the former is female and the latter is male. Because there is no innate 
male counterpart to diwata, Filipino languages borrowed the Spanish encanto, the male conjugation 
of encantar, which means “enchanted”. Encanto brough with it its female counterpart, encantada, to 
be adapted as well in Filipino languages which has now become synonymous to diwata. To 
appropriate the Filipino “ng” sound, encanto and encantada were re-spelled as engkanto and 
engkantada respectively. 
 

The synonymity of diwata to the female sex, or in this case the engkantada, helps locate the 
poem in the many variations of an old Filipino legend found in thousands of folklore. This poem is 
perhaps a variant of the rich ensemble of tales that goes by several names like Mariang Makiling, 
Mariang Sinukuan, and Maria Cacao (Mojares, 2002). All versions have female protagonist who by 
some tragic event, leave their abode. The motherly features of the engkantada mirror the view of 
women in Philippine society; that they are essential to the growth and living of a nation, or in the case 
of the poem, the lives of people living in the mountain slopes. 
 

As pointed out in the proceeding stanzas, the disregard for the engkantada, concomitantly, 
women, results in the vulnerability of the natural space to evil forces. 

 
hadto, siring han ak mga kaapoyan,   long ago, my ancestors used to say, 
maaram an kabablayan ha mga bakilid  those, living on the slopes, knew 
kun nalugsong ka      when you had arrived 
kay nanduduroy lugod     for things flowed in excess: 
panmukad an kitikot, an surangga, pati sampaga the flowering of the kitikot, the surangga and 

sampaga 
nanrarangrang an tiyotes ngan burak, the swelling of the tiyotes and burak 
nagpaparumba pagkahinog an aslum,   the extravagant fruiting of the pomelos 
mga saging upod an rimas.    bananas and rimas, 
asya liwat an panngakak han kaugangan  the loud cackling of the hens, 
panhuni hinin gangis, gitgit ngan kusi.   the clear chirping of cicadas, the gitgit and kusi, 

 
yana bis lumatod di na ha imo nakilala.  Now even the children don’t know you 
mga lagas waray na iniindigan    the old don’t join gatherings any longer 
mga susumaton pinanwakay na    they’ve lost the tales to time 



 
 

 
  

 

say mababatian initon-iton hinin kabablayan. One can only hear the squabbles spilling from these 
houses. 

       
uli na gad       come, 
ngan tambala      and heal 
inin kabubkiran pati kapatagan,   these mountains and plains, 
taonga hin damo nga katingalahan. thread once more your spells and wonder. 

 
Sugbo’s ancestors told him that the engkantada once brought bounty to people who lived in 

the mountain slopes. Upon the engkantada’s arrival was the blooming of plants and blossoming of 
flowers like the kitikot, surangga, sampaga, tiyotes, and burak. Fruits like aslum (pomelos), saging 
(bananas), and rimas would be in abundance. Endemic animals like the ugang (hens), gangis 
(cicadas), gitgit bird, and kusi bird would announce her arrival through loud chirps and tymbals. It is 
implied that the people worshiped and thanked the engkantada for the blessings she gave. 
Unfortunately, the engkantada left. The line “inin bulod nga binungi-an”, “cleft hills”, subtly hints at 
the desecration of the diwata’s abode. Binungi-an literally means lost or missing teeth. The 
translation is “cleft”, suggesting a split or gap. How else will hills look like they’ve lost teeth, bunungi-
an, creating gap lines, if not for massive logging? 
 

After the engkantada left, people started forgetting about her. Children do not even know of 
her. People stopped gathering for rituals in praise of her as expressed in the line “mga lagas waray 
na iniindigan”, “the old don’t join gatherings any longer”. When Sugbo goes to the mountain, all he 
hears are the squabbles - the loud petty quarrels from residents of the mountain slopes. And so, Sugbo 
pleads to the diwata, “uli na gad”, “come”. Come home, he says, “ngan tambala”, “heal”, through your 
“katinghalaan”, “spells and wonders”, the destroyed mountains and plains. 
 

An important characteristic of the supernatural realm surfaces in “Engkantada” (2008). When 
people violate certain interdictions in the supernatural realm, not only does the protector of the 
enchanted space disappear, but the space also becomes susceptible to evil forces; evil that manifests 
through a series of unfortunate events. For example: the baldness of hills, the non-fruiting of endemic 
plants, the death of flowers, the silence of animals, and the emergence of heated arguments. Hence, 
the sacredness of the supernatural realm. It is important to keep the realm untainted and its 
protector thanked, praised, and undisturbed. 
 

The engkantada is an umurukoy of the forest and plains, perhaps a kahoynon or tagabanwa, but 
definitely not a bantangnon for she abandoned her abode when people conducted massive loggings 
to the hills. Where could she have gone? No one knows. Perhaps she chose another mountain to 
protect, some other natural space to guard. Perhaps she had enough and retired. No one knows. In 
many version of the folktale, people await her coming home. Like Sugbo, they plead for her to come 
back, to once again cast her magic upon the mountain. Often, people are in the state of “alert waiting”, 
of the uncertain regretful future, as punishment for their destruction of the sacred space (Mojares, 
2002). 
 

Apart from the good diwata, there are those that deliberately cause harm on humans. In 
“Engkantada” (2008), the diwata merely left. In some version of the same legend, the protagonist 
seeks revenge upon the people that did her wrong (Quintos, 2018).  She becomes a madarahug, a 
malevolent and/or mischievous supernatural being. The umurukoy can become madarahug once 
disturbed. 
 



 
 

 

 

The Waray utter the phrase “Tabi, Tabi, apoy!” whenever they pass by the woods, a grassy field, 
or a knoll as a way of asking permission and announcing their presence to the supernatural. “Tabi” 
means “to give way”. “Apoy” is a direct address to the ancestors. Because the umurukoy inhabit a 
dwelling usually invisible to humans, they and their houses can easily be stepped on, knocked over, 
or disturbed by noise. If a human being forgets to utter “Tabi, Tabi, Apoy!” and knocks over the 
invisible house of an umurukoy. The umurukoy can inflict harm on the offender through some physical 
ailment. They can sabrag, throw supernatural dust or particles over their human enemy, resulting in 
a skin ailment (Dorado-Alegre, 1994). They can also darahug, inflict physical or mental injury to their 
human enemy. Lastly, they can possess bodies of the human offender through the process called 
ginsangkayan, which literally means “befriend”. It is important to note that past-human supernatural 
beings called kalag can also inhabit human bodies. This process too is called ginsangkayan (Dorado-
Alegre, 1994). In some cases though, the non-umurukoy diwata is just mischievous than malevolent. 
For example, the aghoy, known for its far-away sounding whistling when near the human listener 
and vice-versa, would sometimes just whistle for fun. The aghoy would not inflict any form of harm 
on the human being. It would just poke fun on nearby human beings by making its presence felt. 
 

In the poem “Pamabluan” or “Haunting” (2014), Sugbo explores the idea of madarahug. The 
poem talks of a haunted road that has claimed several kalag. It enumerates several unfortunate 
people who died on the street. Here is the entire poem: 

 
Nakuha hin magtarabok inin Calle Real kada tuig Calle Real claims a passerby every year 
Kay damo in mga nambabalo nga nagbabantay.    For its specters have grown in number; 
Hadto tumarabok ini hira;       They too were passersby; 
Usa-usa hira nagkalakat nagkawara: One by one they went away and never came   back: 
Pinanligsan o binunguan han awto.     A jeep had bumped or run over them: 
May hi Inse Garet nakabelo tikang ha simbahan; There was Inse Garet coming from church  with her 

veil; 
May gupon sigi an hiyomhiyom hasta nga tigda an There was a clown who kept smiling and  
pagkidyom;       crumbled;      
May talaamay nagdadara hin pinalit nga isda ha         There was a father and son who just bought fis from 
San Fernando;       San Fernando; 
May man gutiay nga kabataan kappot pa an ira bag     There were schoolchildren carrying 
tikang eskwelahan;                            their bags. 
May nira inaaro:      Now they ask for something: 
Kanta;        A song; 
Pangaraba;       A prayer; 
Ngan plato puno hin prutas.     And a plateful of fruits. 
An diri naamot       Those who do not pay tribute 
Kinukuhaan hin buot,      Lose their sense 
Tinutugwayan       And are led 
Ngadto ha kawad-an.      To the beyond. 
Kinalimtan man gud hira han kadam-an.   Many no longer think of them. 

 
 Every year, Sugbo writes, Calle Real claims another unfortunate pedestrian, a magtarabok. 
Calle Real, the main road that leads to downtown Tacloban, is personified. It is the road that collects 
pedestrians. The verbs “nakuha” in the Waray version, and “claims” in the English version, indicates 
the pamabluan or haunting in the poem. The whole line, “Nakuha inin Calle Real kada tuig”, “Calle 
Real claims a passerby every year”, implies that many deaths occur in Calle Real; that some 
malevolent force permeates the road and acquires the souls of the victims of road accident.  
 



 
 

 
  

 

It is interesting that the reference to the haunting is a road, a man-made object. This signals 
that there is no umurukoy since they are believed to only inhabit natural spaces and objects. What 
type of supernatural being then can inhabit the road? Perhaps it can be a disturbed kalag, unable to 
fully crossover the afterlife due to the circumstances of its death in the human world. The kalag, 
unlike the umurukoy, can inhabit mad-made objects. Take for example the pedicab drivers who 
allegedly saw a figure of a lady in white inside an abandoned house owned by an Overseas Filipino 
Worker. 

 
As indicated in the poem, there were several deaths by road accident in Calle Real. There was 

Inse Garet who was coming from church, a clown that perhaps came from a show, a father and son 
who just bought fish, and children coming from school. Perhaps the kalag of these departed human 
beings are the ones that haunt Calle Real. After all, the circumstances of their death are sudden and 
bereaved. But notice what the poem implies.  The kalag ask for an efficacious ritual from the living. 
They ask that they be remembered through kanta (song), pangaraba (prayer), or halad (food 
offering) so that they may rest in peace. There is no indication that the kalag of the departed intend 
to harm the living. They only ask that they be remembered.  
 

There may actually be no supernatural being in Calle Real. There may only be a malevolent 
force, unnamed, unidentified, but felt, that collects the kalag of unfortunate pedestrians. Thus, the 
personification of Calle Real. The place where the unfortunate deaths occurred function as an object 
of personification, thereby allowing the concept of darahug to be seamlessly conveyed in the poem. 
Calle Real may not refer to a specific supernatural being but it calls attention to the force that 
randomly claims pedestrians. Furthermore, the kalag do not haunt Calle Real. What is haunting is the 
many coincidental road accidents throughout the years in Calle Real. Kada tuig, every year, the road 
claims a magtarabok. 
 

Unlike “Engkantada” (2008), “Pamabluan” or “Haunting” (2014) does not identify a specific 
type of supernatural being. “Engkantada” is set in a rural area, where, as established in the first part 
of the Findings and Discussions, the setting is more attuned to kalikasan. Usually, the madarahug 
conduct their horrendous acts in places where the setting is more natural than artificial. Supernatural 
beings like the diwata and umurukoy are more likely present in these places because they dwell in 
natural spaces and objects. “Pamabluan” or “Haunting” (2014) shows that even in an urban area, the 
darahug can occur. Even in places where the appearance is more artificial than natural, the 
supernatural is still present. It may only be a force felt and not necessarily an identified being.  
 

The kalag in the “Pamabluan” or “Haunting” ask that the living conduct a ritual to 
commemorate them. They ask that they be offered  a song, prayed over, and offered a plate of fruits. 
Through these rituals, the dead are remembered. Those that do not conduct rituals, Sugbo writes, 
lose their buot or “sense”.  

 
When parents allow their child to decide independently but do not fully agree with their 

decision, they say, “Pagsagdi it hiya. May buot na man ito,” Let them be. They are of age. When parents 
want their child to decide otherwise or want them to realize the gravity of their decision, they tell 
their child, “Panmuruotbuot daw,” Ponder upon your decision. Think about it again. The buot is 
similar to the Tagalog malay or conscience. It underscores a sense of moral compass, a kind of 
consciousness to discern right from wrong. The notion of not conducting rituals for the dead is 
culturally unacceptable for the Waray. It means losing one’s buot because rituals are sacred and are 
basic rights of the departed. Forgetting the dead is sacred injustice. In a way, losing one’s buot is also 



 
 

 

 

losing one’s “sense” to discern right from wrong. For the Waray, eliminating one’s morality is like the 
deleting the genetic footprint that distinguish humans from other species. It makes less of a person, 
more so, less of a species.  
 

The most important feature of a ritual is its nature of remembering the kalag of the deceased. 
Sacred acts are necessary to the Waray for they uplift the spirits of both the living and the dead. When 
performed, the bereaved feel that rituals open portals of renewal; renewal of life for the deceased in 
the supernatural realm, and renewal of strength for the living to move forward, to live on in the 
natural and cultural realm and give meaning to their own post-traumatic selves. The only way to cope 
with the pain of a horrific experience is through coming into terms with the loss, meaning to enter 
the threshold of the embodied knowledge of the sacred and face the inevitable truth: that death is an 
unapologetic law of nature, irreversible, ultimate, and final (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). 
 

In the poem “At Cancabato” (2021), Sugbo expounds on the sacredness of remembering the 
dead. When physical bodies are lost, unable to be buried or cremated, the living create their own 
rituals to commemorate and pay tribute to the lives lost.  

 
All day the waves sob softly 
and below the liquid blue, they lie 
 
hundreds of nights 
hundreds of them 
hundreds of mornings 
hundreds of them 
hundreds of dusks 
hundreds of them 
men women children 
 
They no longer mind 
the frail weeping 
of weeping 
of the little girl in green frock 
on the once torn sea wall. 
 
They do not hear the fishermen 
in their lighted boats setting out nightly to sea. 
 
They could be shells now 
Bleached by salt and time. 

 
Five weeks after super typhoon Yolanda made landfall, the confirmed number of deaths was 

more than 6,000, excluding the more than 1,800 missing (Cable News Network, 2013). Of the more 
than 6,000 deaths, all were caused by the high rise of water. Some corpses were taken by the sea, 
eventually washing ashore in other islands like Camotes which faces Tacloban (Sunstar, 2013). The 
first stanza of the poem references the Yolanda dead who were consumed by the sea. Waves paint an 
image of mourning in the poem. Waves – the movement of sea water – is likened to tears, those that 
burst and rush out of the human eye. And just like a sob, a sound at sea is produced, weeping for the 
faceless kalag. Faceless – because their physicality is lost at sea, perhaps somewhere below the deep, 
their bodies lie. The image is a lament, one that introduces the solemn structure of the second stanza 
which looks and sounds like a litany for the dead. 



 
 

 
  

 

 
“hundreds of nights / hundreds of them / hundreds of mornings” and so, imitates the rhythm 

of a pamatbat, the Waray folk-Catholic nine-day prayer series that starts on the day immediately after 
the day of death and continues for nine days (Dorado-Alegre, 1994). The repetition of the line 
“hundreds of them” serves as the sabat, the response to the prayer leader similar to “Lord have mercy 
on us” or “pray for us”. The line “men women children” serve as the end antiphon, the short prayer 
after a responsorial Psalm or in this case, a pamatbat. From a mere pronoun - “they” and “them” - 
unnamed, and unidentified, the dead are given identities, not too specific, but just enough to release 
them from a generalization. In this manner, the kalag of the dead at sea are remembered. Among the 
kalag in the supernatural realm, they know for whom the ritual is meant for. They know who 
remembers them. Unlike the nine-day prayer series however, which usually call unto God, saints, and 
angels, the second stanza speaks of the passage of time: nights, mornings, dusks. The stanza signals 
that the deaths of the hundreds have passed nine-days, perhaps even a year.  
 

The identification of the dead and the calling attention to time make the points raised in the 
third, fourth, and fifth stanzas clearer. The third stanza identifies a sobbing little girl through her 
“green frock” and the place of her weeping, denoting that she remembers the kalag of her dead. The 
fourth stanza suggest that the kalag at sea are no longer disturbed. They no longer hear the fishermen 
nor see the light from their boats. This indicates that the kalag have already gone beyond the sea. The 
tubignon can enjoy a vaster space in their dwelling since the kalag of the dead have been permitted 
to travel beyond the managbanag or twilight zone. They have gone beyond the oscillation of the 
shared fragile overlap of the living who remain in the natural and cultural realm, and the dead who 
reside in the supernatural realm (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). This in-between zone is a sacred place of 
healing for both the living and the dead. On one hand, the living help their dead travel beyond the 
zone through ritual, consequently allowing their post-traumatic selves to heal—to remember, to cry 
and sob, to come into terms with death’s finality, and eventually, move on, live, and let go. On the 
other hand, the dead aid in the moving on of their living by going beyond the transitory zone. Their 
living’s remembering through ritual is their ticket to travel the beyond, where they can eternally rest, 
and hopefully, find everlasting peace.  

 
Healing is the art of letting go. Only in the managbanag zone can the kalag of both the dead and 

the living achieve peace. Covar (1998) explains that Filipinos, regardless of which language they 
speak, know the concept of the human body as a vessel where a spirit can inhabit its biological form. 
Filipinos call the spirit allowed to inhabit the human body many names. The Tagalog call it kaluluwa. 
For the Waray, it is the kalag. The kalag leave the inhabited body when it reaches death. 
 

In the beyond, the kalag attain a greater form. “They could be shells now”, Sugbo writes, 
elements of the sea, “bleached by salt and time”, since they last lived on earth at sea. Once they attain 
their greater form in the supernatural realm, the kalag send signs and/or symbols to their living as 
reassurance that they are at peace.  

 
Those on the surface 
worry themselves thin 
waiting for word about them, 
monarch butterflies winging 
through their house windows on certain evenings. 
 
So many months have gone 
since the mightiest storm 



 
 

 

 

yet so many still visit the dock 
and peer into the water, 
their faces like islands of white clouds 
floating on this unceasing blue. 

 
“Surface” in the line, “Those on the surface”, is metonymical to the troposphere, where 

survivors of Yolanda continue on with their lives. The survivors wait for a sign of reassurance from 
their dead whose bodies decay by salt and time as suggested in the fifth stanza. Often, the sign that 
the kalag send is in a form of an animal harbinger like a butterfly (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). In the sixth 
stanza, the butterfly too is metonymical, a symbol  of the kalag’s success in attaining greater form. 
The butterfly is at its last stage of biological metamorphosis. By appearing at the house window of 
the survivor, the dead are saying that they too, are at the peak of their evolution. 
 

Long has it been, months, since Yolanda claimed more than 6,000 lives. Yet, even with time 
passed, survivors and the ones who lost their loved ones, visit the Cancabato Bay. They face the sea 
still looking beavered, unsettled, and worried. Perhaps no butterfly has appeared to them yet. 
Perhaps they have not yet received a signal from their dead. So they continue to visit Cancabato and 
remember their dead. They continue to practice their own rituals. 
 

Highlighted in the last stanza is the importance of continuous ritual practice until the living let 
go. In lieu of funerary practices, the survivors and loved ones visited Cancabato. This too is a ritual. 
Because the dead’s body were not found, the Waray created their own rituals to come into terms with 
their loss. Even if the bodies of the dead do not find peace, at least their kalag will. Funeral practices 
reassure the living that their dead are in transition to a better place. To see the body of a loved one 
being sealed in a tomb or buried underground symbolizes not only the end of their lives but also their 
return to the afterlife. Without proper burial, the living are deprived of a funeral’s symbolism. So they 
create their own rituals like going to Cancabato Bay. They search for signs and symbols like a 
monarch butterfly to satisfy their yearning. Only when they are given a sign can they be rest assured. 
Until then, they remember and continue to practice efficacious rituals. 
 

Some rituals are more religious than others. Unlike “At Cancabato” (2021) where the ritual is 
more animistic, “Ninth Day Petition After the Last Novena Prayer for the Souls” (2021) is evidently 
Catholic. In the latter, the Waray-Catholic belief of the kalag’s purification emerges. The ninth day 
after death is called tapos han linusaran or pasiyam, meaning the end of the fallen and the ninth 
respectively (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). It marks the end of the first stage of the kalag’s purification. 
Other stages of the kalag’s purification include ika-kwarenta (the fortieth), tagmo (one year), and 
hinukasan (nine years). Generally, all these, including tapos han linusaran or pasiyam, can be referred 
to as tapos, meaning “the end”. 
 

In “Ninth Day Petition After the Last Novena Prayer for the Souls” only the first stage of the 
kalag’s purification is discussed.  

 
I count the our fathers for you each night 
That I may carry these 
Burdens of fruiting trees, the wide 
Patches of open fields, our old house 
Drowning in your memories. 
 
In hum the psalms for you each night 



 
 

 
  

 

That I may endure 
The birdcalls in your garden, 
The scent of evening flowers, 
The dry sound of wood at the stairs. 
I pray each night 
That you may be released from them. 

Unburdening seems to be a recurring motif in Sugbo’s poetry. In “Tirimad-on” or “The Sign” 
(2008), unburdening is presented as a necessity brought by the need to unwind from the weekday’s 
business. In “Larang” or “Annunciation” (2014), Sugbo and his companion unload their burdens in 
Saint Anthony. In “Akon Inuoli” or “Going Home” (2008), Sugbo surrenders his worries to his 
hometown, Hindang. Like these poems, Sugbo wishes to unburden his dead in “Ninth Day Petition 
After the Last Novena Prayer for the Souls” . Through praying “our fathers” and humming “psalms”, 
Sugbo hopes his dead do not carry the same aches he brings when recalling moments shared with 
them. Ironically, the memories he mentions are pure and happy. Sugbo takes it upon himself to carry 
the burden of good memories, along with the emotional baggage it entails. He seeks to “endure” life 
without his dead. Endure – because as he remembers all the good, he cannot but fathom that his 
dearly departed are gone. In the mundane, such as birdcalls in the garden, scent of evening flowers 
and the dry sound of wood at the stairs, Sugbo is reminded of the emptiness in the physical space 
where the space has become empty because the loved one is dead (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). His pleas—
to carry burdens and endure life—paradox the goodness of memories and the pain felt with the 
reminder of life lost.  
 

The poem exhibits the emotional turbulence one experiences when entering the managbanag 
zone. It shows the aches that come with remembering and the difficulty of letting go. Sugbo prays 
that his dearly departed do not feel the same grief he feels. Saying that he wishes they be released of 
the burden of memory is saying he wishes for them to go beyond the managbanag zone, and leave 
him behind.  
 

The thought is rather quaint and sad. The grief is sustained albeit being fresh. An important 
detail to remember is that the litany is prayed over after the last novena prayer, after the mamaratbat, 
the prayer leaders conducting the pamatbat, have said Amen. The continuation of Our Fathers and 
the humming of Psalms suggest that Sugbo refuses to let go. He does not yet want the praying over 
to end because he has to confront living without his loved one. However, he knows he has to. The 
kalag of his dead need to be released because only in the letting go can they cross the managbanag 
zone and enter the beyond. 
 

The Catholic faith introduced by the Spanish missionaries were accepted into Waray culture. 
In time, distinct Catholic practices like the praying to saints and the novena utilized in “Ninth Day 
Petition After the Last Novena Prayer for the Souls” (2021) woven into animistic belief. Catholicism 
did not stop the Waray from acknowledging the diwata, umurukoy, madarahug, and the belief of the 
kalag going into the beyond; nor did it stop them from practicing age-old rituals. The Waray 
integrated Catholicism with indigenous animism and ancestral worship, forming a liberal and 
complex system of faith and devotion which were primarily expressed through prayer and rituals 
(Covar, 1998). “Ninth Day Petition After the Last Novena Prayer for the Souls” is testament to the 
communion of Catholic and indigenous animism. The integration of Catholic practices manifested in 
the poem shows how the Waray were not completely colonized, how the taking in of the Catholic 
faith did not stop the Waray from believing in the kalag. When one eliminates the Catholic, the 
foreign, what is left is the belief in the kalag, a purely indigenous knowledge of the sacred that 
survived centuries of colonization (Covar, 1998). 



 
 

 

 

 
The belief in the kalag is precious indigenous sacred knowledge for the Waray. Its existence 

distinguishes the type of supernatural being that takes up human form from those that do not. Unlike 
the kalag, the diwata do not have buot (human conscience). Among the diwata are two main 
categories: the umurukoy which inhabit natural spaces and objects, and those that do not but are 
considered to be of a higher stature such as Laon and Bathala.  
 

The kalag in “At Cancabato” (2021) and “Ninth Day Petition After the Last Novena Prayer for 
the Souls” (2021) do not identify with specific people who lived on earth. “Although “At Cancabato” 
(2021) identifies which kalag are prayed over in the supernatural realm, it only considers the kalag 
as a generic population. They are generally unnamed. So is the kalag being prayed over a novena in 
“Ninth Day Petition After the Last Novena Prayer for the Souls” (2021). The “you” in the poem is  the 
plural second-person pronoun as clarified in the title. “Souls” suggest that just like the kalag in “At 
Cancabato” (2021), they too are taken as an unnamed generic population. 
 

There are some kalag  closer to the living than others. These kalag are the ancestors of the 
living called kaapuyapuyan. Like the boatman sculpted on top of the Manunggul Jar, the kalag of the 
kaapuyapuyan are believed to receive the kalag from the managbanag zone. In the natural and 
cultural realm, the kaapuyapuyan are believed to be just a thought away. When the living have a 
problem and seek guidance from their kaapuyapuyan, they can just call out to them for help and their 
response would usually come in dreams or in the form of signs from kalikasan (Dorado-Alegre, 2017). 
 

“Taburos han Dagat” or “Sea Spray” (2014) depicts the Waray seeking guidance from his 
ancestors. The poem is set by the shore where Sugbo is taken in the beauty of the sea. 

 
Dara han duro nga taburos han dagat,   Along with the strong gust of sea spray, 
An lidong nga dahon ha ak palad iginlupad;   The round leaf from the palm takes flight; 
Nagkakalilisang an mga kabakhawan ha may baybayon; The bakhaw trees rustle wildly; 
Naningog hin tigda an nananago nga tikbubulan.  The tikbubulan birds suddenly make sounds. 
Usa ka palki han akon mata     In a wink of the eye 
Usa pnga baroto diin      A lone boat 
Nakalingkod hi Apoy Simo butnga hiton kahaluagan With Apoy Simo sitting in the midst of the widening 
nga asul;         blue; 
Guba na an mga pilapil ni Apoy ha Hindang;   The dikes of his paddy in Hindang have long crumbled; 
An asugi han salaming ha may iya katurogan maiha na The mirror in the room where he sleeps 
nga napanas.       has faded. 
Dapit ha tampi may usa ka Inse nga naghihinuring  At a nearby shoal an old woman whispers 
ha katubigan       to the waters; 
Nga unta kada paghangkop han balud   With every sweep of the sea, she would wish 
Magbabata an iya kalawasan, an mga uban magkawara: Her body would turn younger, her gray hair black. 
Usa pa kapakli han akon mata     In one more wink of the eye 
Mga balinsasayaw sigi an pagsinuropsurop   The balinsasayaw birds keep diving into 
Hinin mabaturos nga hangin nagsisinibotsibot  The wind and sea spray, taking in 
Ha kaladnganan han dagat.     The mood of the sea. 

 
The specificity of action in each line symbolizes the yearning to find a sign from the 

kaapuyapuyan. Sugbo first notices the gust of sea spray that blows the leaf off his palm. The “taburos” 
or sea spray is strong that it makes the bakhaw trees lisang - panic - or as translated “rustle wildly”. 
Even the tikbubulan birds feel its strength. Strong winds inbound pass through Sugbo’s face. It makes 
him wink, and alas he sees Apoy Simo sitting on a baroto, a makeshift boat, in the middle of the sea. 



 
 

 
  

 

The winking of his eyes signal the uncertainty of the scenery. And in this dream-like state, Sugbo 
reminisces on the pilapil, the dikes and paddy, that have crumbled. He remembers the faded mirror 
in Apoy Simo’s room. He thinks of the time that has gone since his passing. Then, he notices an old 
woman, also by the shore, wishing to be young again. Another taburos plays with Sugbo. He winks, 
stares at the spot where he saw Apoy Simo, and find nothing but a balinsasayaw bird that dives deep 
with the playful taburos. Just like that, by a quick and swift moment, Sugbo is given a sign. 
 

Remembering the dead, especially one’s own dead, the kalag of his kaapuyapuyan, is integral 
to the spiritual life of the Waray. Even when they have gone beyond the managnagbag zone, have 
become purer than a thought, the living can still ask them for guidance. Like a taburos or sea spray, 
their messages are quick and swift. It only take a moment to notice their presence. The living must 
be sensitive and heighten their natural senses, if they want to receive messages.  

 
Remembering one’s kaapuyapuyan honors their memory and acknowledges the supernatural 

wisdom they possess in the afterlife. Rituals, whether religious or not, Catholic or animistic, help the 
living and the dead find peace. Signs and symbols reassure the living that their dead have successfully 
gone beyond the managbanag zone. And while these interpretations may be cultural, the nature of 
their supernatural-ness stems from indigenous sacred knowledge.  
 

Acknowledging the existence of the supernatural—the diwata, the unnamed, the umurukoy, the 
madarahug, the kalag, and the kaapuyapuyan—asserts the realness of the Waray’s experience. Often, 
they may be invisible but they are undoubtably present. Some safeguard kalikasan. Others cause 
harm. Some travel beyond the managbanag zone while others guide their living. They are all in the 
supernatural realm, a dimension beyond the likas and the likha, where life ’s meaning supersedes 
present biology and human creativity.  
 

Sugbo’s poetry touches on the Waray’s understanding of the supernatural realm. It reveals that 
this realm is a source of power—power to either preserve or destroy kalikasan, power to inflict harm 
like the darahug, power to heal through ritual, and power to gain wisdom from the kaapuyapuyan. 
Sugbo articulates his lived experience well about the supernatural. His poetry is an eloquent 
elucidation of the meaning of the sacred in everyday life. Reading the poems, through the lens of the 
Waray—an insider of the world depicted—enriches one’s understanding of his culture, identity, and 
most especially, his life. His poems are an articulation of what Covar (1998) calls “kaalamang hindi-
hayag”, unspoken knowledge. It leads to a passage of  illumined realities where the supernatural are 
integral to the life of the Waray. It opens up portals toward an enlightenment of the Waray sense of 
self and life. 
 

Concluding Remarks 
 

“A highly elaborated culture that did [does] not emphasize nor depend upon material wealth” 
(Alegre, 2020) emerges from the appropriation of Covar’s kapaligiran as constituent parts of 
puruyanan, the Waray concept of home. Along with such appropriation is the treatment of the Waray 
and English versions of Sugbo’s poems as liminal reflections on aspects of Waray life rather than 
literal equivalents. The richness of kalikasan, the abundance of forged relationships with family and 
friends, and the sacredness of the supernatural, unpack what it means to be Waray. Despite the 
poverty in Eastern Visayas, where the poor are at more than 28.9% of the population as of February 
2022 (Philippine Statistics Authority, 2022), and the material wealth offered by the American-
colonial government as stipulated in the Osmeña Act of 1912 to migrate elsewhere, the Waray have 



 
 

 

 

remained in their homeland. 
 

While the Waray refuse to conduct massive migration, the Bisaya have moved to Leyte and 
Samar. Ormoc, Baybay, Maasin, and other parts of Southern Leyte speak Binisaya. Some even 
consider Binisaya the lingua franca more than Waray. Yet even with the Bisaya migration and 
attempts of the colonial government to allure the Waray to migrate elsewhere through the Osmeña 
Colony Act of 1912, Waray culture remains relatively intact. Majority of residents in Eastern Visayas 
still speak Waray. And where there is a language, there is a distinct culture. Since there are no places 
outside of Eastern Visayas that use Waray as  lingua franca, its culture presumably lives only within 
the perimeters of the region. Only in Eastern Visayas – the islands of Leyte and Samar – is there a 
one-hundred percent Waray-speaking community (Alegre, 2020). Only in Leyte and Samar can the 
richness of the Waray’s kalikasan, the abundance of forged relationships with family and friends, and 
the sacredness of the supernatural be properly articulated. 

What materializes from reading the poetry of Sugbo, regardless if they have Waray and English 
versions or are solely written in English, is a “written virtual reality”, a recreation of a personal 
account that embodies the Waray sensibility and makes the experience highly palpable to the reader. 
The three realms of kapaligiran constitute the written virtual reality, illuminating not just clearer still 
picturesque images of the experience but a captivating motion-picture where suspension of disbelief 
reaches the pinnacle of visceral reading. Found in each realm—kalikasan, the cultural realm, and the 
supernatural realm—are distinct manifestation of puruyanan. 
 

Although at times kalikasan can be a source of displeasure and trauma, especially when a 
calamity occurs, often, the realm is a space for solace and the genesis of peaceful disposition. When a 
Waray feels everyday affairs have become nothing but a routine, he travels to a place where the flora 
and fauna can be experienced multi-sensorially as depicted in “Tirimad-on” or “The Sign” (2008). 
Kalikasan is treated also as a sacred space like the supernatural realm since it is believed to be 
inhabited by diwata. The kalag of the dead, when crossing a managbanag zone is believed to 
commune with likas, like the sea shells mentioned in “At Cancabato” (2021). When a Waray is in need 
of spiritual guidance and/or longs for the presence of his dearly departed, he can communicate 
through meditation and prayer. If fortunate, the kalag of the apoy appears in the form of a butterfly 
as depicted again in “At Cancabato” (2021). Sometimes, they also appear through ethereal 
manifestations like Apoy Simo who sat on a sail in “Taburos han Dagat” or “Sea Spray” (2014). When 
a Waray feels that being immersed in kalikasan is not enough for him to overcome his ugmad, he 
looks for his kaganak as shown in “An Akon Inuoli” or “Going Home” (2008). For a Waray to recover, 
he needs to go home, where his family is. He needs to find his quiet, pamahongpahong. One has to go 
home, uli, be in the presence of family and friends, immersed in the familiar natural and artificial 
surroundings, and connected to the kalag of the apoy, for only then can the Waray recover, maulian. 
 

Home is where all these manifestations appear. It is in Leyte and Samar where these Waray 
concepts emerge. For the Waray, to feel at home one must be home. He must continue to live in the 
irreplaceable and irreplicable place of his becoming, immersed in the likas, likha, and supernatural 
elements that surround him, and to love and be loved by igkasi/kapwa, kaganak, and kaapuyapuyan. 
“It is not only that one could go home—it is that one goes home.” (Alegre, 2020). 
 

What Sugbo has accomplished in his poetry is the articulation of the Waray concept of home , 
puruyanan. He has accomplished this in both Waray and English, nothing short but masterful. 
Puruyanan’s many distinct manifestations is evident in the selected poems examined in this study. A 
reading of puruyanan through the three realms of Covar’s kapaligiran, reveal the qualities of the 



 
 

 
  

 

world of the Waray. Puruyanan is multi-sensorial, loved, and sacred. Sugbo’s keen attention to 
minutiae heighten these qualities, allowing them to glimmer – waver light faintly – so that one may 
clearly see its exuberance.  
 

With just one powerful line in “To My Nephew Clint” (2021), Sugbo details the beauty of fleeting 
moments with loved ones. “And the rain trees are shaking in the sunshine”. With just eight words, 
Sugbo is able to explain why he goes home to Hindang in “An Akon Inuoli” or “Going Home” (2008), 
“ Akon inuoli an tanan / Basi ako man maulian.”, “I give back everything / That I may recover.” One 
line. Eight words. 
 

The register that Sugbo uses is always ordinary. It is easy to enter the world Sugbo depicts not 
just because one is Waray, but because the world is neither fantastic nor an ounce of “otherly” 
(Alegre, 2008). It is a world that speaks of the sophistication in the every day. Sugbo lives the reality 
of puruyanan. To end this study, below are the last seven lines of “Tacloban (2021)”. Notice the last 
line of the poem. It is both a promise and a declaration. The absence of the period (.) implies the 
continuous going on of life beyond the page, despite the many disasters, natural and artificial. As 
oppose to the first line of the poem, “Tacloban is the city I live in.” which holds a matter-of-fact tone, 
the last line is a statement, a declaration to live, be, and remain home, puruyanan. 

 
one November day, the greatest cyclone will come 
with the sea drowning the city, 20,000 of us; 
black iron sheets will fly like death birds; 
Sagkahan Road will be strewn with dead bodies; 
and the sea will leave our streets and walkways 
smelling of mud, dead fish, shell and kelp. 
I will still live in Tacloban 
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