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ABSTRACT 
 

Sandurot Festival as Mugna: 
Exploring Modernity and Belonging Through the Civic Festival 

by 

PARTOSA Lady Flor Niñal 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

Focusing on the Sandurot Festival organized by the City of Dumaguete in the Philippines, 
my study explores the process of embodying local identity as site to actualize modernity. To 
highlight this collaborative, creative, and often contentious process, I put forward the concept 
of mugna (a Cebuano word which means to create) to examine how social actors (such as 
festival organizers, cultural workers, and artists) configure nodes of belonging to the time and 
space of the city by engaging with notions of tradition, authenticity, progress, and development. 
As Cultural Studies stresses the significance of radical contextuality, I examine in this project 
the problem-spaces of modernity and belonging to investigate how they constitute the 
conjuncture wherein the performance practice of the civic festival emerges as mugna. In this 
light, I adapt Diana Taylor’s performance paradigm to approach the festival as a scenario in 
interrogating how and why local identity is performed. With this approach, I historicize the 
festival by examining its situatedness within nation-building and city-making policies and 
institutional directions (discussed mainly in Chapters One and Two). I further probe its 
embodied practice by analyzing the repeated but reconfigured corporeal forms and exploring 
the involvement of social actors in the corporeal practices of festivity (examined closely in 
Chapters Three, Four, and Five).   

 
Borrowing from the insights of performance studies and critical ethnography, I aim to 

show that through this process of mugna, the festival unfolds in a scenario of rediscovery 
where social actors playfully embody and reinvent the ‘folk’ and the past through networks of 
creative collaboration to transmit knowledge about Dumaguete. Thus, the festival as mugna, 
is produced by and produces attachment to the locality through various social actors’ 
embodiment of their ‘modern desire’ for the city life, in the process that invokes their local 
identity and associated civic claims to urban space. I conclude that the festival 
as mugna enhances our understanding on the configurations of modernity, with how social 
actors fulfill their individual and collective aspirations for the city and their practices of 
belonging in it, by determining how the city is remembered, lived, and aspired through the 
Sandurot Festival. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

On the Desire to Know the Roots of the City: A Conversation with Hersley  

 

A photographer and visual artist born and raised in Dumaguete, Hersley Casero has been 

organizing the ATOA art exhibit when I meet him for a conversation at a coffee shop. Held 

in one of the “sugar houses” (so-called since they are owned by sugar cane haciendero 

families) which have been turned into commercial spaces for rent, ATOA features artwork 

by artists who call Dumaguete their home, highlighting the feeling of solidarity and 

togetherness amidst the isolation brought about by the pandemic. The theme of the exhibit 

is a fitting background to our conversation about Dumaguete—which, to an extent, is the 

heart of our artistic and academic work. When I ask what to him is Dumaguete, Hersley 

likens the city to “ukay-ukay” or second-hand clothes from other countries sold by the 

roadside or in thrift stores. “It’s already a given we are improving as a community or a city 

but … culturally… [we are] damaged…” He continues: “What is Dumaguete before? … 

What is Dumaguete? … That is why we have Sandurot, we have to know…” Although a bit 

apologetic about his response, he reasons that his answer is not meant to be negative 

judgement about the city nor the festival. As previous props-maker for the Sandurot and as 

spectator, he observes that festivals are “too much” and describes them as “icing” to a 

cake, implying the festivals’ overloaded images and excessiveness. He compares the yearly 

and grand celebration of the festival to the quiet everyday life of places in Southeast Asia 

which to him have their “strong cultural ground.” Traveling outside of Dumaguete and 

finding himself in these places, he felt “culture shock” in his realization about the way we 

are in Dumaguete: “We are damaged. We are Westernized. We are Mickey Mouse culture.” 

Desperate to find what Dumaguete really is and not finding anything “original,” he 

describes his art as “floating and flying,” and “magical” like our folklore. I added that I 

am not too worried about not having a fixed point of origin, since we are free to create and 

free to love—while I pointed to my BTS screen saver on my phone, and later when I picked 

up the conversation before parting ways—while still being at home in Dumaguete (Appendix 

Interviews – 12).  

 

I begin with a conversation about Dumaguete City and the Sandurot Festival which captures 

the problem-space I explore in this project: performing local identity as actualizing 

modernity through claims of belonging to time and space of the city. When asked what he 

thinks about Dumaguete, Hersley shares that truly knowing the identity of the city is difficult 

since our colonial condition and our present trajectory toward development alienate us from 

our past. Hersley’s response highlights the important function of the festival—to transmit 
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knowledge about the city. However, creating and transmitting this knowledge involves 

notions about cultural memory and shared aspirations of the city. Thus, I aim to argue how 

performing local identity is implicated in the struggle over modernity in the attempt by 

national elites and local social actors to articulate formations of belonging through and 

within nation-building and city-making policies. By studying the mechanisms that underpin 

the performance of local identity through the civic festival as well as closely examining the 

energy mobilized through this performance, we expand our notions of modernity and follow 

the potential of the energy derived from the collaborative creation of embodied practices 

among social actors—a process that I call mugna. With the focus on performing local 

identity, as acts of debating and deliberating the identity of the city as well as creating dances 

and stories to embody the city, this thesis focuses on social actors—or those who work with 

each other to create and stage performance events for the festival, such as organizers, 

choreographers, historians, and artists— and how through the process of mugna, they 

articulate a shared space of the city and the various ways they stake a claim to the city space 

as their own or ato-a. 

 

Sandurot as Civic Festival  

The Sandurot Festival comes from the Cebuano word sandurot, which means ‘fellowship 

and reaching out, capturing Dumaguete history as a product of “foreign cultures” and 

people’s character of living together harmoniously and peacefully (Festivals, n.d.). First 

organized in 1988 in Dumaguete City, the capital city of Negros Oriental, Philippines, the 

festival was celebrated as part of the city’s fiesta activities along with the country’s 

Philippine Fiesta Island Program (Lecciones 1988). Until 2017, the Sandurot was celebrated 

as part of the Fiesta and Charter Day activities in November; however, with the thrust toward 

culture and tourism by the current city officials to further promote Dumaguete nationally 

and internationally, it has been celebrated as a standalone festival in September. Running for 

about two weeks, the festival features a range of activities from art exhibits, live music, art 

fairs to sports and cooking competitions (Partlow 2017; Pinili 2017). However, the three 

main events are the Paghimamat (the opening ceremony), the Pasigarbo (the street dance 

parade), and the Pasundayag (street dance showdown). (In 2019, based on the schedule of 

events, Pasundayag refers to the parade while Pasigarbo pertains to the showdown).  In 

organizing the Sandurot, social actors have debated on the identity of the city, and how best 

the festival should express this unique and distinct identity—simultaneously to fortify a 

shared cultural identity and to also promote the city for tourism.  

 

The Sandurot Festival, like other civic festivals organized by Local Government Units 

(barangays, cities, and provinces), is positioned as the prime engine for culture and tourism 
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policies. Civic festivals which feature street dancing events have become a prevalent 

performance practice across the country. The Department of Tourism promotional video in 

2012 “It’s More Fun in the Philippines” (Tourism Philippines 2012) boasts that the country 

has a festival “every day of the year” amidst a montage of dancers wearing grand and 

colorful costumes alongside a smiling and dancing tourist.  Some of these festivals are 

based on religious fiestas deeply rooted in Philippine communities as ancient and 

contemporary practice (Hornedo 2000), while others that do not have any existing religious 

rituals have to develop their own festivals based on their natural and cultural heritage to 

promote “pride-in-place” (Peterson 2016, 155).  

 

Because of their spectacular and extravagant appearance, civic festivals are critiqued to 

commercialize local rituals resulting in “bastardisation and trivialization of culture” (Alvina, 

et. al 2020, 25). However, Peterson (2016) and Villaruz (2006, 2016) have written that 

although street dancing can be excessive and can be utilized for commercial and political 

ends, it can function as site for people to express their cultural identity.  

 

Mugna as Modernity   

I argue that the festival draws from and mobilizes personal and collective investment to the 

locality in creating collaborative and creative acts of performing local identity—a process I 

call mugna.1  

 

Mugna is a Cebuano word which means to “create.” The word was initially mentioned in 

my conversations with choreographers who describe their experience of creating dances for 

the festival as mugna. Recurring frequently in our conversations, mugna highlights the 

cleverness and resourcefulness of social actors in staging dances following festival 

guidelines and expressing their own creative direction. Mugna became like a “pulse” in my 

conversations with social actors and my own fieldwork experience. Following the pulse of 

mugna, I further developed the term in my study as central point to examine the modes and 

expressions of belonging to the city through performing local identity. I situate this creative 

process of mugna within the larger question of how to be modern. I think of modernity not 

 
1 Mugna has been used as name for cultural policy programs and cultural events. For instance, the 
National Commission for Culture and the Arts has a program for Negros Island called “Mugna,” 
launched in 2016 with the aim “to develop and implement various activities towards a sustained 
cultural development for Negros Oriental and Negros Occidental” (MUGNA Negros Island n.d.). The 
one-day cultural mapping event held in Dumaguete in 2017 was called Mugna. Casocot (2009) also 
used mugna to describe their collective effort in organizing art-related events, defining mugna further 
as “street lingo connotation of friends gathering together to create something, anything in the spirit of 
fun, and in the light of communal effort.” He adds: “’Mag-mugna ta!’ sounded like a spirited battle-
cry, with the benefit of a smile and wink.” An art gallery named Mugna in a town next to the city has 
also recently opened.  
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only to refer to certain social formations emerging from economic, political, social, and 

cultural processes but as configuration through Grossberg (2010, 84) who argues that the 

modern is “an ongoing struggle to remake the material, discursive, and affective lived 

geography of the real.” 

 

In Cultural Studies in the Future Tense, Grossberg (2016) reviews literatures of modernity 

in Chapter Two of his book to propose a way to rethink modernity beyond the euro-modern 

and connects this to how cultural studies as an intellectual and political project can better 

articulate the conjuncture to study the context as “assemblage of practices” and to bring 

about transformative intervention (25). Modernity is often perceived as a hybrid social 

formation emerging from various processes, ruptures, and disjunctures involving social, 

economic, political, and cultural structures. Modernity is also associated with temporality as 

in new modes of managing and organizing life along with new ways of understanding the 

subject (77-78). Further, modernity is thought to be intertwined with capitalism or 

coloniality (264). For Grossberg (259), these perspectives frame any kind of modernity to 

be unescapably tethered to the euro-modern. With this, he follows Hall’s argument of 

modernity as produced by “relations and struggles” in putting forward his argument of 

modernity as “a contradictory and multidimensional, ongoing production of social 

institutions, ways of life, and structures of experience; of maps of intelligibility, affect, and 

value; of the relations of state (power), economy (well-being), and culture (intelligibility, 

mattering, and belonging)” (85). Grossberg further explains the mechanisms and operations 

on the multiple articulations of modernity as a “stratifying machine” (262). Being modern is 

actualized in the ways of belonging to space-time, with these two spatial and temporal axes 

crisscrossing each other in the diagram, since they are mutually constitutive and not discrete 

units. Grossberg asserts that since there are multiple ways of actualizing these space-time 

relations, there are multiple ways of being modern.  

 

Referencing Grossberg’s review of debates on modernity, Niranjana critiques that “other or 

alternative modernities” or “alternatives to modernity” still affirm the existence of a 

normative and dominant euro-modernity (Niranjana 2020, 8)—which Grossberg himself 

affirms and seeks to transcend by imagining other possibilities.  

 

However, approaching the sense of modernity as configuration, and not merely a social 

formation or a temporal condition, through Grossberg’s argument enables me to follow how 

mugna is articulating and actualizing modernity as an assemblage of space-time relations 

which shapes and is shaped by the acts of social actors to define the real, experienced as 

belonging to the city. Mugna actualizes modernity by organizing nodes of belonging to 
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space-time, such as: cultural memory and daily experience deemed as basis for the festival; 

the dances and ceremony experienced as a live performance event; future aspirations of 

social actors for the city; the institutional space of the nation and the city as setting of the 

festival; and the attachment and investment of social actors to the local as city space. 

Embedded in city-making and nation-building projects and policies, mugna is also 

influenced by other ways of belonging to various modernities including the euro-modern. 

For instance, national elites sought to combine the ‘West’ and the ‘new’ with national ideas 

and beliefs to forward a distinct national modernity, while others create performance based 

on local practices to counter the ‘West.’ On the other hand, social actors aspire to develop 

their city based on ideas of modernization following highly urbanized cities around the world 

as the model. (These will be discussed in Chapters One and Two). In this way, thus, I do not 

seek to ask social actors’ thoughts regarding the word “modern” commonly understood in 

the sense of being contemporary or current; instead, following Grossberg (2006, 74), I intend 

to uproot modernity from the pervasive view of the ‘modern’ in temporal terms (as ‘new’) 

influenced by modernization discourse which frames development and progress according 

to the perceived linear model of euro-modernity. With this, I focus instead on social actors’ 

acts of belonging to the city as a way of actualizing modernity, while dealing with discourses 

on tradition, cultural memory, and urban aspirations that frame space and time.  

 

For Chen (2010, 244), imagining multiple modernities, although a new formulation, is rather 

redundant since modernity is multiple. He frames modernity as an “analytical term that refers 

to the overall effects of modernization,” with modernizing effects coming in contact with 

local history and culture. As my own conceptual contribution, I see mugna as translation, 

particularly a kind of “analytical vocabulary”—as described by Chen—to follow the 

formation of modernity in the local context. Such formations are influenced by the West, 

which Chen sees not as a total static other, but as “bits and fragments” (233). With this we 

are able to see the performance beyond self-exoticism, as merely a response against the 

West, but it also constitutes productive acts of social actors to produce city space. Studying 

mugna also echoes Grossberg’s challenge to frame identity beyond duality – as resistance 

against the state or colonial power (2011, 2) – to imagine multiple modernities (2016).  

Thus, seeing various modernities including the euromodern as some of the nodes that inform 

mugna, we avoid reproducing the dominance of the West as center of knowledge production. 

In analyzing local context—engaging with people’s acts, practices, and feelings, 

historicizing these affective regimes within institutional actions as well as referencing the 

global flows that constitute the local social actors’ desire to be global—I see this project as 

a preliminary step of offering local knowledge that will yield references across contexts and 

multiply sites of knowledge production.  
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Research Questions and Conceptual Framework  

Putting forward the concept of mugna, I position this research as a cultural studies project, 

described by its practice of “radical contextuality” (Grossberg 2010, 20). In studying the 

conjuncture which I frame according to the problem-space of articulating belonging as 

struggle over modernity, I draw from various disciplinary fields to assemble an interpretive 

framework to answer my research questions which aim to examine policies and institutional 

actions, social actors’ participation in creating corporeal practices, and transformative 

possibilities of mugna.  

 

• To explore the civic festival as mugna, I aim to answer these central questions: How 

does the process of mugna, or transforming the city as embodied experience, 

perform and actualize modernity? How does mugna open potentiality to create 

collective space through performance of local identity?  

 

• To address these central questions, I answer the following to investigate the manner 

and reasons social actors perform local identity as site to explore the struggles over 

modernities in expressing belonging to nation and city:  

 

1. How is local identity of the city produced through nation-state and city-making 

policies and ideologies? How have performance practices such as the civic 

festival emerged from these conditions?  

2. How and why do social actors participate in the process of creating the city 

through corporeal practices—such as dances and ceremonies—in the civic 

festival?  

 

To do this, I rework Diana Taylor’s paradigm of the scenario by focusing on three access 

points—space, corporeality, and social actors’ positionality. Secondly, I draw from various 

resources to expand these access points to go beyond text and narrative by historicizing the 

festival (which I discuss in Chapters One and Two); and follow the acts of social actors in 

creating performance by studying the dancing body in the festival, the structure of the 

performance events, the modes of transmission, and the position of social actors (which I 

expound in Chapters Three, Four, and Five). However, all these access points inform my 

approach to examine how the Sandurot Festival is a scenario of rediscovery through 

mugna—social actors’ acts of reimagining and re-interpreting the local to articulate their 

aspirations about the city and generate attachment to the city.  
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With reference to Diana Taylor’s (2003, 2-3) discussion of performance as simultaneously 

object of analysis and as epistemology, the Sandurot Festival is considered a performance—

along with its specific dance events and ceremonies. It is a show with a marked beginning, 

middle, and end, which is presented to an audience. At the same time, I approach the festival 

as performance, as a way of knowing, to study the formation of belonging through the civic 

festival, as siuated in nation-building and city-making policies. Taylor’s own engagement 

with pre-colonial and colonial history of Mesoamerica in analyzing embodied behaviors 

resonates with my own project since the civic festival draws from documents, oral accounts, 

and cultural practices to articulate a shared cultural memory.  Framing the performance as 

scenario, I engage with the civic festival’s various modes of transmission, not only focusing 

on the archive (narratives and texts) but also the repertoire (corporeal practices), to be more 

attentive to the body as site of knowledge production. The paradigm also helps me to see not 

only focus on the festival’s performativity, in the way the civic festival repeats structures 

and forms coinciding with the script of colonial or nation-state discourses, but also new 

trajectories when we historicize performance, pay attention to the role and corporeal acts of 

actors, and the reconfigured structures that constitute performance (Taylor 2003) 

 

I specifically converse with Taylor’s (2003) scenario of discovery to probe how the civic 

festival both repeats and interprets colonial images and narratives inherent in the discovery 

scenario. With civic festivals, people deliberate and discuss how to put a show of themselves, 

to display their bodies often playing into the portrait on how colonizers have documented 

and perceived them as natives in a rural, remote, and primitive setting. However, such 

performance, while rehashing colonial tropes, does not function solely within this colonial 

discourse. The desire to connect to cultural practices deemed precolonial or to understand 

colonial history stems from the desire of national elites to assemble distinct cultural identity 

for social cohesion and national pride as well as local social actor’s desire to connect to 

community’s shared cultural memory and urban aspirations. Thus, the scenario discovery is 

rediscovered in light of these interests. In studying the civic festival as scenario of 

rediscovery through mugna—playful, creative, collective creation of embodied practices—

we follow how performance transmits meanings about the city, such as how the body and 

conversations about the body become the site for contradictions and contestations about local 

identity  and how to move forward but at the same time stay grounded to one’s roots which 

are invented, speculated, and embodied through the civic festival. Through the access points 

of the paradigm of the scenario that I adapt from Taylor, I will be able to follow how mugna 

actualizes modernity, with how social actors configure nodes of belonging to transmit 

meanings about the city through the body.  
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 Space  

To activate the scenario, according to Taylor is to first identify the “physical location” or 

“scene” such as a “stage” which suggests to viewers—alongside costume and sound or, if I 

may add, stage props and backdrop—the historical period along with its expected actions 

(28). The scene usually activated in street dance presentations evoke a rural village setting, 

with a typical nipa hut on the stage, triptych panels with illustration of the countryside, and 

costumes associated with those often worn by folk dance performers representing farmers 

or peasants (often even more stylized).  However, I aim to investigate not only the 

performance event and the stage setting put on display but the setting of the festival—the 

locality or Dumaguete City—which is informed by city-making and nation-building interests 

and shapes the performance event. To conceptualize the space as a concrete and tangible 

construct, not pregiven but created by actors, I am guided by both Lefebvre (1991) in framing 

space as social product and Massey (2004) in seeing space embedded in global flows. 

Through these insights, I am able to frame the local simultaneously as a bounded, embodied, 

and grounded experience while also fluid and permeable.  

 

Often known as a “Marxist urban geographer,” Lefebvre, however, has written on a range 

of topics covering the city and everyday life, and referred to himself as 

philosopher/sociologist (Koffman and Lebas 1996, 44). Following Lefebvre (1991), I think 

of space not in abstraction but as product of social practice, in the way space is perceived 

(as the organization of space in daily life), conceived (as representations from experts such 

as urbanists and engineers), and lived (as images and symbols of experience). Space is thus 

an “interlinkage” of these elements— such as “geographic form, built environment, 

symbolic meanings, and routines of life” (Molotch 1993, 888). With his argument on space 

as social product, Lefebvre sought to bring space into Marxist theory, underscoring that 

space is like any commodity that can be a site of “domination” and “appropriation.” With 

the former, this can be seen with how space can be cut up to be sold as commodities; as with 

the latter, this can be seen with the how the people can seize space for their own desire and 

need (890). In the same way, Massey (2004, 7-9) sees space as produced through power 

relations across the globe and thus critiques the distinction between space as abstract and 

place as concrete and local, where the latter is touted to be authentic and passive in resisting 

the global. Acknowledging that various places experience global flows differently, for 

instance referencing the locality of London as ‘global city’ which is deemed key player in 

global finance networks, Massey argues that our responsibility extends to those beyond the 

purview of the so-called local but also encompasses others whose lives are intertwined in 

the construction of the local as space/place (12-14). Thus, rejecting the local vs global binary, 

I approach Dumaguete the local setting as space, a product of the complex ways of of using, 
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imagining, perceiving, conceptualizing a perceived sense of a bounded location — or ‘place’ 

(de Certeau 1984, 117) and ‘milieu’ 2  (Grossberg 2006, 31)— through acts, stories, 

embodied experience, and institutional codes which constitute the context I aim to untangle.  

 

To further examine the governmental production of space, with how space becomes concrete 

through a certain boundedness, I draw from Tony Bennett’s (2012, 214-216) notion of 

metacultural practices embedded in material and social conditions—as ways of organizing 

and gathering different elements such as texts, objects, people, and forms of expertise 

(history, literature, museum studies, among others) to bring about transformation of social 

conduct. Referencing Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s argument on the “transformative effect” of 

‘metacultural operations’ attributed to the construction of heritage, Bennett expands this 

notion of metacultural practice by further drawing from Foucauldian governmental theory 

and assemblage theory in exploring Cultural Studies as a metacultural practice with how it 

is connected and implicated in matters concerning institutions, policy, and the shaping of 

conduct. Looking into the Sandurot Festival as product and site of metacultural practices, I 

draw attention to how the social actors gather different texts, images, and their experts to 

produce space by shaping the conduct of conduct through culture and tourism policies—

such as, a heightened shared sense of place, appreciation of a perceived common cultural 

memory, cooperation and participation to promote the locality, among many others.  

 

Probing the role of social actors in the production of space, I anchor this analysis into the 

concept of aspirations as developed by Bunnel, Goh, and Ng (2019) and Bunnel and Tan 

(2019) who draw from Arjun Appadurai in framing aspirations not only as individual desires 

and goals but also within larger social and cultural dimensions. Reviewing how aspiration 

figures in the four strands of urban scholarship in Southeast Asia (migration from rural to 

urban spaces, transformation of oneself and the city, aspirations of the middle-class, and 

desires of being global), the authors note that aspiration as a concept is integral to 

understanding the intertwining of individual and institutional aspirations (60-61). Through 

this, I follow how collective formations emerge among social actors whose individual goals 

 
2In further explaining the “context” in “radical contextuality,” Grossberg (2006, 31) addresses 
the contradictory assumption of context as simultaneously  “bounded” and “relational” by 
arguing that contextuality is framed in three modalities: milieu as a bounded location; territory 
or the way the location is lived and embodied; and diagram or the description of the “forms of 
existence…that constitute the contingent conditions of possibility of milieus and territories and 
their relations” (35) While I aim to probe the context in all these modes as “assemblage of 
relationalities” (30), I keep the concept of space as an access point in the paradigm of 
performance to highlight both the specificity of location (milieu) and how this is constructed and 
embodied (territory), to help me untangle the layers that constitute the assemblage through which 
the performance emerges.  
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are connected to their dreams and vision for the future of the city. To an extent, most social 

actors involved in the festival circuit come from the middle-class, since they are government 

officials, artists, and mostly teachers and academics. As pointed out by Bunnel, Goh, and 

Ng, one of the themes of Southeast Asian urban studies is the role of the middle-class in 

shaping city spaces according to their aspirations. Although examination of the class 

component is beyond the scope of this study, it is noteworthy to point out that these middle-

class social actors have access to resources and opportunities of involvement in city-making 

through publication of articles, strong presence in social media, and participation in city-led 

committees, and thus their aspirations have figured prominently to the production of space.  

 

One strand of scholarship in urban studies in Southeast Asia mentioned by Bunnel, Goh, and 

Ng (2019) is the desire to be global, which is relevant to understand how the locality is 

suffused with global flows through social actors’ “worlding practices”—a concept 

introduced by Roy and Ong (2011). In Worlding Cities: Asian Experiments and the Art of 

Being Global (2011), editors Roy and Ong gather essays on experimentations and 

interventions regarding spatial transformation of Asian cities. Instead of approaching these 

urban experiences through commonly used theories of globalization and postcolonial agency 

that frame actors as either passive to capital or active in resisting dominating structures, the 

essays instead focus on “worlding practices” in referencing, modeling, and forming new 

solidarities across various cities around the world (and not only from the West) to bring 

about intervention and solutions to city space in the quest of being global “to re-situate the 

city in the world” (Ong 2011, 13). In the same light, it is important to locate globalizing 

aspirations among Southeast Asian cities which, according to Yeoh (2005), tap local identity 

for global competitiveness through “spatial and cultural imagineering” practices that 

integrate economic and cultural activities.  

                                            

Thus, space is an integral concept to keep track on how the civic festival is determined by 

the interlinking of institutional and aspirational directions of nation-building and city-

making. However, the Sandurot Festival is also a site to probe how social actors produce 

city space.  With “the cultural production of national identity” as main project of the 

“capitalist developmental state” in most Southeast Asian countries according to Yeoh (2005, 

946), the city is site to negotiate interpenetrating national, global, and urban interests. The 

civic festival satisfies nation-building goals for social cohesion and economic gains through 

tourism (discussed further in Chapter 1); however, with the city’s desire to be global by 

being local, social actors work together in creating and rediscovering practices and memory 

that make the city unique and distinct (discussed in subsequent chapters).  
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 Corporeal Acts or Embodied Practices  

To follow the corporeal acts and practices of the civic festival, I specifically engage with 

embodiment, on how the body is positioned to express a shared cultural memory and a sense 

of belonging to the city. With this I analyze the main performance events in the Sandurot 

Festival by looking at dance forms and practices of Philippine folk dance and folkloric dance 

troupe (Namiki 2016; Gonzalves 2017; Perillo 2017; Castro 2011), and to what extent they 

are iterated and reconstituted in the festival.   Approaching the festival as a scenario 

paradigm by paying close attention to these embodied practices means going beyond reading 

the festival as text, or a signification system which communicates messages and meanings, 

but as site of mobilizing energy and attachment to local identity. Grossberg’s (2010, 193) 

conceptualization of affect as “energy of mediation” is helpful in tracing the ways through 

which these corporeal forms or embodied practices are conceptualized and created as well 

as how these bodily engagements mobilize attachment and affinity to various possible 

directions, such as engendering collectivities, loyalties, and meaningfulness.  With the 

vocabulary of affect, I can further explore the energy generated through dancing. By 

referring to Randy Martin’s concept of mobilization, I can trace the possibilities of new 

social formations and social action brought about by the energy of dancing – as discussed 

further by Susan Foster (2016) and Gerald Siegmund (2016).  

 

In “Dance Ethnography and the Limits of Representation,” Martin (1997) argues that the 

instability of the audience resists capture and representation and proposes ethnography as a 

mode of writing to make sense of the “disruptive potential,” which he likens to dance 

performance in the way that it navigates through difference and tensions in performer-

audience relations. Reviewing Martin’s essays as forwarding a “Marxian Ethnography,” 

Franko (2016, 39) points out how the presence of the audience prods us to think about the 

social and political implication of this dynamic between performer and audience. Martin, 

according to Franko, is more interested in the “idea of performance as a potentially volatile 

encounter that could unleash social energies in the short or the long term” than performance 

as reflection or representation of meanings.  Although Martin focused on Western concert 

dance to highlight the role of the audience in generating this the volatile energy of 

performance, his concept of mobilization is useful to understand the potential energies for 

social or political action according to how social actors understand and sustain desire and 

interest of audience into their performance. While I do not engage with the audience 

participation, I study the role of social actors who bring their experience and knowledge of 

their audience in creating embodied practices.  
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Following Nigel Thrift’s (1997, 147) discussion of dance as play, I probe how the embodied 

practices in the festival become a scenario of re-discovery with how they suggest alternative 

possibilities by evoking ‘virtual’ or ‘as-if’ worlds, which is crucial to further analyze the 

energy mobilised through dance. In the article “The Still Point: Resistance, Expressive 

Embodiment and Dance,” Thrift approaches embodiment specifically dance through non-

representational theory focusing on practices and acts constituting webs and assemblages, 

through which subjects are formed through this network of relations. Instead of focusing on 

representation and constructions of meaning, non-representational theory provides Thrift a 

way to rethink resistance through dance, not along the binary as the opposite of oppression 

(as a way of responding to Grossberg’s challenge) but how dance as play, citing Radley, 

‘…eludes the grasp of power’ by conjuring alternative and different worlds of experience 

not through language or discourse but through embodied experience (149-150).  

 

By studying the operations of affect at work in the process of creating embodied practices, I 

am able to approach the festival not simply as narrative and discourse but as scenario that is 

suffused with attachment and affinities which can be articulated by social actors as a sense 

of purpose and meaning in performing local identity.   

 

 Social Actors’ Role  

One way of learning about the corporeal practices in the festival – including the dance 

presentation and ceremonies – is by learning about these movements from directors, 

choreographers, and festival organizers. In talking to various social actors, I am guided by 

tenets of critical ethnography (Madison, 2005; Conquergood, 2003)—with its focus on 

awareness of positionality and commitment to social justice—as I seek to dialogue with and 

perform with social actors as we probe our various positions in the performative space of the 

civic festival.  Engaging with social actors in conversation, I approach our interaction as 

also a performance, an awareness that I and my interlocutors are constructed as actors 

through the roles that we play in the encounter and conversation (Conquergood 2003, 22). 

As personal experience, the conversations in the fieldwork involve acts of learning through 

the body, which necessitates an acknowledgement of one’s presence including our own 

feelings, interests, emotions and contextualizing this positionality as a way to be ethically 

responsible and accountable of our positions (Madison 2005, 6). Conquergood (2003, 83) 

describes this experience a “sensuous way of knowing,” where we are deeply engaged in 

connecting with others through “co-performative witnessing” and “dialogical performance” 

in striving to gather “different voices, world views, value systems and beliefs” (75).  
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To be more attentive to the interplay of bodily and felt engagement when talking about 

corporeal practices with social actors as well my own experience and interpretation of 

movement, I refer to Sklar’s (2000) discussion of kinesthesia as ‘felt experience’ as well as 

Ness’ writing on embodied knowledge (1995) and embodied practice/methodology (2004). 

Sklar (2000, 70-71) returns to her essay which was published in 1991 and talks about how 

dance studies have since expanded in critically assessing the “cultural situatedness of dance 

and movement.” In further explaining the kinesthetic approaches (which is one of the 

emerging trajectories of dance studies aside from the socio-political strand), Sklar cites 

works by Novak and Ness in using the kinesthetic approach which focuses on movement as 

“way of knowing.” Although their perspectives vary in the way that Novak adopts a temporal 

lens by locating contact-improvisation vis-à-vis a time period and Ness utilizes a spatial lens 

by focusing on Cebu City, both draw from their own bodily experience and sensation in 

writing about dance within “larger patterns of social meanings.” I thus turn to Sklar who 

points out that “bodily memory…is one of the dance ethnographer’s primary resources” in 

analyzing mugna within social and political conditions through my own sensation of learning 

to dance festival and folk dances.  

 

Ness (1995) problematizes ethnography and memory by presenting snippets from field work 

to highlight the dynamic incompleteness of ethnography. She describes ethnographic work 

as requiring a “traveling body, always shifting its sites of lived experience, visiting diverse 

cultural locations, carefully aiming and timing its displacements and replacements so as to 

draw connections in between them” (197). In the same way that the ethnographer is aware 

of one’s “writerly body in motion,” Ness writes about embodied methodology when the 

writer participates in or embodies the act of moving that they are studying. According to 

Ness, embodied methodology is not an entirely new way of writing since it builds on 

observational practice. However, it is not solely phenomenological since it endeavors to 

understand culture through dance, by paying attention to the processes of dance including 

how it integrates various elements such as imagination or the environment. Instead of merely 

seeing the dance as a static product enacted by ‘perfect’ bodies, embodied methodology 

acknowledges fallibility and fluidity of performance which implies a historical, social, or 

imagined realm outside the realm of personal experience. Attending to my own experience 

of movement while learning the dances and observing dance presentations is particularly 

important to gain a more acute understanding on how the body becomes a site to produce 

knowledge about the city. Going beyond the text and looking inward to my own body and 

in relation to other bodies, I follow how meanings are circulated and disseminated as well 

as the implication and significance of these acts of transfer.  
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As mentioned previously, these access points are not taken in isolation, but I draw from them 

in approaching the festival as a scenario of re-discovery.  

 

Related Literatures  

In studying the Sandurot Festival, a performance practice which emerges from the problem-

spaces of modernity and belonging, I refer to these related studies on identity formations 

regarding performance practices, rituals, and musical forms and productions which intersect 

with the themes on modernity, the body, the nation, and city which I also explore in this 

study. However, I depart from these studies since I specifically engage with modernity (as 

configuring nodes of belonging) and performance (as knowledge transmission) to further 

elucidate the process of mugna, or the collaborative and creative acts of performing local 

identity.  

 

 National Identity and Street Dancing  

Since I study a civic festival which features a street dancing practice, theater studies scholar 

William Peterson (2016) and dance studies scholar Basilio Villaruz (2006, 2016) provide 

relevant insight on street dancing as national performance practice, which can be used as a 

commercial and political tool, but it can serve as expression of cultural identity. In Places 

for Happiness: Community, Self, and Performance in the Philippines, Peterson evaluates a 

range of various performance practices across the Philippines from religious rituals, 

festivals, protest, dance productions on stage and on the street on how they connect the 

individual and the collectivity to socially constitute the feeling of happiness.  For Peterson, 

through dancing, one can connect with the bayan—the way in which a Filipino expresses 

his or identity in relation to other Filipinos where bayan is experienced as nation, cultural 

imaginary, or the locality of place (174). However, I depart from this view since performing 

and creating dances for the festival does not necessarily have to be subsumed by a feeling of 

connection to the bayan but rather generates attachment to the locality. Despite the “too-

muchness” of the festival as spectacular and highly commercial which conceals deep-rooted 

poverty and injustice in towns that are represented through the street dancing performance 

(168-169), Peterson believes that the performance is a potent source of creating cultural 

identity through the “interstitial spaces” where people actively choreograph and perform 

these dances “in the capacity to adapt, change, and even appropriate and commercialize” 

(178).  In the same way, dance critic and mentor Basilio Villaruz (2006, 3) sees that that 

although invented festivals which feature street dancing can be critiqued as lacking 

“authenticity,” these events reveal how folklore and customs are made by the people contrary 

to how traditions are perceived as static and unchanging. Speaking from his experience as 

workshop facilitator and judge for street dance events, Villaruz (2016, 203) observes how 
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street dancing could also be a way for community to empower themselves “in the context of 

regional and national practices and projections.”  

 

 Body and City  

Sally Ann Ness’ Body, Movement, and Culture: Kinesthetic and Visual Symbolism in a 

Philippine Community (1992) and Sansan Kwan’s Kinesthetic City: Dance and Movement 

in Chinese Urban Spaces (2013) are significant in the way they explore the connection 

between body and city, as site to further probe broader cultural formations. Ness provides a 

comprehensive study of the Sinulog by engaging with various inter-weaving levels of body 

and the urban context, Cebu City. By studying movement, including her own and the Sinulog 

dancers’, as well as the narrative and physical landscape that form Cebu city and its festival, 

Ness gives a detailed description of Sinulog movements as “choreographic phenomena” (the 

tindera sinulog, the troupe sinulog, and civic parade) that function for participants as 

symbolic connection to disappearing “local social life” vis-à-vis the rapid changes in the 

neocolonial and postmodern urban life of the city (232). 

 

On the other hand, Sansan Kwan in Kinesthetic City: Dance and Movement in Chinese 

Urban Spaces (2013) argues that the body and city constitute each other and seeks to grapple 

with contending and dynamic articulations of Chineseness in three cities by studying 

respective dance concerts and protest movements through personal-somatic, sociopolitical, 

and aesthetic approaches. Kwan draws from theories and studies of space and dance to put 

forward dance as method by positioning “dance as a new analytic for understanding the city 

space as process in the making of Chineseness” (19). Kwan draws from her experience as a 

dancer in probing the choreographic connection between body and city: “I approach these 

Chinese sites, then, as choreographies I am learning and embodying” (9). In studying the 

movements in the city, she also draws from various dance methodologies aside from her 

own personal choreographic experience.  

 

Like Kwan and Ness, I draw from my own attentiveness to the body, a heightened 

observation to my own and other people’s movements by referencing my own corporeal 

experience. However, although Ness provides significant insight on the sinulog as 

choreographic presentation to express local identity amidst urban transformation and Kwan 

shows how dancing about/in the city is a means to know about cultural identity, I reference 

my kinesthetic experience as one of the access points to approach the civic festival as a 

scenario. I focus not only on the interrelations of body and city to understand identity 

formations, but on mugna—the process of constructing embodied experiences in light of 

nation-state and city policies—as articulating modernity.  
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 Community Ritual Practices  

Since the study deals with a performance practice in a locality, I also refer to several studies 

about community rituals in the Philippines to inform my analysis of the civic festival as 

corporeal expressions to express religious and cultural identity.   

 

In Entablado a collection of essays analyzing ritual, theater pieces, and protest, S. Anril 

Tiatco (2015) introduces the concept of entablado, a central theme of the essays in the book, 

referring both to the site of performance in the literal sense (the proscenium stage, the street, 

or even a space of collective engagement with people or the divine) and as a starting point 

for “a new paradigm” of academic inquiry, which connects various disciplines in 

approaching the stage or entablado not only as cultural text but also as cultural performance. 

In “Panata, Pagtitipon, Pagdiriwang: A Preliminary Contextualization of Cultural 

Performances in the Philippines” (2019), Tiatco situates discussion of cultural performance 

into the Philippine context—based on his field notes of performance events in various 

locales and insights from anthropology, theater studies, and performance studies—by 

identifying some features of cultural performance as an “intervening space” of various 

“entanglements” (of “past and the present or of  “the state and religion”) as well as an 

“important community narrative.”  Tiatco further argues that cultural performance – as 

verb or as processes of “panata, pagtitipon, and pagdiriwang”— is integral to understanding 

national and cultural identity (78). While I consider Tiatco’s conceptualization of cultural 

performance as a dynamic process which can serve as starting point to analyze identity 

formations, I would instead move from the “entablado” to mugna in highlighting the 

negotiation, contestation, and creation of embodied practices. I believe that the conjuctural 

problem posed by the civic festival cannot be neatly framed along the tripartite framework 

as “panata, pagtitipon, pagdiriwang.” Instead of merely offering a Cebuano word beyond 

Tiatco’s Tagalog terminology, I believe the notion of mugna allows me to best describe the 

conjunctural site of investigation in approaching the embodied practices of the civic festival 

as knowledge transmission, in the way that it allows me to follow how modernity is a 

configuring practice which engenders creation of collective spaces.  

 

With this goal, I also thus depart from Patrick Alcedo’s analysis of the Ati-atihan Festival in 

relation to expression of cultural identity by various participants. Dance studies scholar 

Alcedo (2016) writes about the Ati-atihan Festival as construction of authenticity and 

invention of tradition (referencing Hobsbwam), by gesturing to a precolonial past to fulfil 

various interests in the postcolonial present, such as achieving commercial goals through 

tourism and solidifying cultural identity as Aklanon and Filipino. Borrowing Spivak’s 
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concept, the author refers to the mobilization of native and precolonial images of the festival 

as ‘strategic essentialism,’ with people in the community using their bodies to connect to 

what they perceive as an ancient tradition and their cultural heritage (137). Alcedo (2007) 

also features different experiences of festival participation, such as in the case of Tay Augus 

(a self-described member of the ‘third sex’), a long-time Sto. Nino devotee who considered 

his crossdressing as panaad or vow of faith and has become himself a defining element of 

the festival. While I also problematize the Sandurot festival’s gesturing to a precolonial past 

and follow experiences of various social actors who are part of the festival (including 

choreographers as queer subjects discussed further in Chapter 5) in relation to identity claims 

of belonging to a locality, I seek to access the festival through various points which allow 

me to engage with city space, social actors’ perspectives, and my own experience, to follow 

how such identify formations figure in our understanding of modernity.  

 

On the other hand, I refer to Jazmin Llana’s dissertation “The Bicol Dotoc: Performance, 

Postcoloniality, and Pilgrimage,” since her approach of using performance ethnography 

resonates with my method in approaching my conversations with my interlocutors. In her 

study, performance studies scholar Llana (2009) argues that the Dotoc—a religious devotion 

to the Holy Cross where women cantors reenact the pilgrimage to the Holy Land or as 

komedya  the search by St. Helene to find the cross—has been appropriated by participants 

to articulate everyday community and diasporic realities where it was previously used as a 

colonial tool for conversion. To capture the “polyvocality” and “polyphony” of the dotoc as 

‘song of triumph,’ Llana works through Dwight Conquergood’s concept of “co-

performance” (29) in performing ethnography with her co-interlocutors, which she reframes 

as “anduyog” a Bicolono word for ‘being in total unity with the other’ (or bayanihan in other 

Philippine contexts). Although Llana studies a religious practice instead of civic festival, her 

engaged ethnography is similar to my own interaction and conversations with social actors.  

 

Like Llana, Peterson (2016) also wrote about a religious performance practice, the sinakulo 

which is observed during the Holy Week. A dramatic interpretation of the pasyon (the life 

of Christ although the narrative could extend back to the creation story), the sinakulo draws 

many people from the locality as audience and participants. Studying three sites of sinakulo 

performance which reflect the three general forms of the ‘traditional,’ ‘civic-based,’ and 

‘activist’ sinakulo, Peterson draws from Diana Taylor’s paradigm of scenario who also 

examined hybridized cultural forms in Mexico. Through the paradigm, Peterson asserts that 

the sinakulo performance events are not merely derivative forms of Spanish passion plays 

introduced during the colonial period, but they are “dynamic, original pathway into the 

passion of the Christ” through the embodiment of social actors who possess different reasons 
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for participation, such as expression of Christian faith or the pleasure of performing. 

Although like Peterson I use Diana Taylor’s paradigm of the scenario, I expand the access 

points further, so I not only focus on the repeated and reconstituted forms of the festival but 

also to examine how the festival is a scenario of re-discovery through acts of mugna which 

have implications on making and producing city space.  

 

 Musical Experiences and Performances  

The following studies explore music—the acts of composing, performing, and listening—as 

articulations of modernity within specific contexts of nation and city.  

 

In Musical Renderings of the Philippine Nation, Castro (2011, 6-9) approaches her analysis 

of music as composed and performed by artists and performing groups as articulations of 

nation formation through the following themes: modernism (as a drive toward modernity 

framed as idea, mood, and condition associated with Westernization); hybridity (not only in 

the sense of temporal disjunctures but also of “border crossings”); and agency (artists’ 

negotiation with the policies of the state). With the aim to provide a “cultural history of the 

Philippines,” the book covers music from 1898 to 1998 but pays particular attention to the 

nation-building processes in the postwar and postcolonial era, which involved a deliberate 

and governmental construction of the national self through musical-cultural productions.  

 

On the other hand, yamomo (2018) writes about Manila as site of global modernity (as 

“condition” characterized by fragmentation and desire of integration) through its soni (with 

music as its mediatized form and embodied through performers and listeners). yamomo 

examines sound production from the late 1900s to 1946, situating these acts of listening and 

music-making in Manila as site of global exchanges, framing this process as translocality, 

where interconnections of various sites emerge even before nation-states are constructed or 

created (5-6). The author studies experiences of listening and sound production emerging 

from these global exchanges and colonial encounters, through which various concepts of 

modernity (shift toward consumerism and commodification and the spread of Enlightenment 

values) as applied to cultural production were experimented and negotiated, thus expressing 

multiple modernities (27).  

 

Tejaswini Niranjana’s (2020) Musicophilia in Mumbai offers an account on the formation 

of a social subject—the musicophilia—as performing modernity through their engagement 

with Hindustani classical music in Bombay from the 19th century up to the present, which is 

characterized by rapid social change with heightened trade and migration. Critiquing 

conceptualizations of modernity which affirm and acknowledge a dominant form or a 
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universal narrative of modernity, Niranjana points out that modernities are multiple and 

different across spatial contexts (8). One way to see this is through the musicophiliac as a 

modern subject instead of the euro-modern sense of the individual, as embedded in the 

“metropolitan unconscious” referring to the changing ways people experience present 

conditions in that particular period of Bombay which also led to a “unique mode of being 

for musical and other subjects” (11).  

 

In the same vein as these three studies, I also probe the festival as articulating modernity. 

However, I anchor my framing of modernity through Grossberg’s concept of the modernity 

as configuration. This involves interacting with various conceptualizations of modernity, 

such as national modernity which includes processes of “nationalism” mentioned by Castro 

in constructing cultural productions to solidify “ideologies of nation” (2011, 11).   

 

Like Niranjana and yamomo, I focus on experiences of actors in a locality, who are situated 

in the flows and flux that constitute urban space, whose acts of mugna particularly indicate 

a struggle over notions of progress, development, and cultural memory, in articulating 

modernity to claim ownership of the city as collective space. Furthermore, in the same way 

that Musicophilia in Mumbai investigates the web of relations that constitute the formation 

of a particular kind of modernity or the musicophiliac modernity, I also investigate the 

nation-building and city-making contexts through which mugna emerges as a way for social 

actors to actualize modernity in embodying their lived experiences and aspirations of the 

city.  

 

Method as Mugna  

While putting together this assemblage, drawing from various scholarly fields and gathering 

notes from conversations and personal experience “to articulate a conjuncture, to fabricate 

the real” (Grossberg 2010, 53), I see myself also performing mugna, assembling the puzzle 

pieces of a momentary picture to perform, as well, local identity, a totality that is incomplete 

and ever moving. In a sense, performing mugna in gathering data from the field through 

various methods also meant a certain degree of resourcefulness and negotiation in navigating 

through pandemic restrictions, while also confronting the changing perspectives of 

performance as live body-to-body engagement because of the real bodily threat of the 

pandemic.  

In January of 2020, I returned to Dumaguete where I stayed for a year since I was unable to 

fly back to Hong Kong with the pandemic restrictions in place. During the early stages of 

the pandemic, when the Covid-19 virus raged across the world, with countries starting to 

count their deaths, the sick, the recovered, and not much is known yet about the disease, 
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movement of people had to be paused. Travel, school, gatherings, among everything else 

had to stop since the virus moved around as people moved and traveled. As new words 

emerging to capture new experiences of (im)mobility such as “lockdown,” “quarantine,” 

“new normal,” “working remotely,” the pandemic revealed and worsened deep-seated 

inequalities as well as weakened democratic institutions and structures in favor of punitive 

measures to address the medical health energy. A report on “five large democracies” 

including the Philippines reveals such enduring effects to society and democracy brought 

about by the pandemic (Kurlantzick 2021). Furthermore, Hapal (2021) investigates the war-

like discourse and draconian policies of the Duterte administration against COVID-19, 

coinciding with the populist leader’s war against drugs (and many other wars against 

corruption, oligarchy, communists, among others), which have produced the “pasaway” as 

“enemy of health and order” (224). The pasaway, a pejorative term for someone who lacks 

discipline, has become an “empty signifier” encompassing those from the so-called erring 

urban poor and those who express dissent against Duterte’s populist leadership (234-236).  

 

These threats – of the virus and repressive regimes – continue to erode the dignity of life. 

The absurdity of doing research on festivals was not lost upon me during a time when 

celebration and gathering proved to be impossible. Amidst the gripping news about the 

pandemic, I sought to persist in my work. Like the artists and social actors I have met and 

talked to, we continued learning, creating, performing. I was driven more by a sense of 

pragmatism, which was also a privilege and a saving grace. I attended dance lectures and 

workshops online, leading me to a key moment in the research, my participation in JM 

Cabling’s dance lecture which I further discuss in Chapter Four. Looking back, perhaps that 

defiance is akin to Capece and Scorece’s (2020) assurance about existing as resistance.  

“[Sharing] in that aliveness is art.” I did not know then, but now in hindsight I could say I 

persisted to know and study what the festival in my hometown could teach me, among other 

things, on the insistence to perform. To do this, I needed to reorient my approach to the 

field—that has been altered by the pandemic—by revisiting the concept of liveness vis-à-

vis the archive and repertoire since I am engaging with the archive or video footages of 

festival events as well as new modes of performance during the pandemic.  

 

With reference to the distinction drawn up by Taylor (2010, 19-21) regarding the archive 

and repertoire, one defining factor of the repertoire or embodied experience is its 

ephemerality, in contrast to the purportedly permanent archive such as documents, artifacts, 

and videos. Taylor makes this distinction in the context of Mesoamerica’s colonial history: 

acts of transfer through the body have become non-legitimate expressions of knowledge with 

the privilege given to writing and those who can write—elite men in the society. Even though 
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perceived as ephemeral, performance “does not disappear” since these forms of embodied 

experience can record and reproduce knowledge through repetition and to an extent 

reconstitution. This leads us to consider the debate on performance between Auslander 

(2008) and Phelan (1996).  Contrary to Phelan who argues on the purity and ontology of 

performance which eludes representation and reproduction (146), Auslander instead 

historicizes the concept of liveness in the context of the development of analog technologies 

such as radio and TV in the 1930s and 40s (59-60). Referencing mass media forms in the 

US, Auslander (50-52) makes the point that so-called live performance (even contemporary 

art cited by Phelan) and mediatized forms are not opposites, but they belong to the same 

cultural economy (5); both can be ephemeral and changing, while also reproducible. Citing 

Baudrillard’s notion of “simulation,” Auslander (43-44) argues that live and mediatized 

performance forms are linked in the way they define their forms against each other. The 

various points mentioned in the debate on liveness coincide with and depart from Taylor’s 

archive-repertoire paradigm. Taylor (2003, 20) argues, “The live performance can never be 

captured or transmitted through the archive.” Interestingly, liveness is reiterated through the 

phrase “live performance” as something that cannot be captured or recorded; the recorded 

and documented performance is not the performance but only a representation of it. 

However, performance persists and resists disappearance because it also operates within 

repetition through identifiable forms albeit with certain reconstitutions and paradoxes. 

 

Since I am analyzing performance forms and practices—the dance lecture and video 

production—during the pandemic, it is crucial to consider liveness not only through modes 

of transfer (such as digital technologies or body-to-body interaction), but also liveness as 

life.  In Pandemic Performance: Resilience, Liveness, and Protest in Quarantine Times, 

Capece and Scorese (2022) gather articles that locate the body as site to affirm presence and 

“(a)liveness” through performance/protest/art in resisting oppressive structures and building 

solidarity. Amidst the pandemic that reveals the vulnerability of the body against structural 

inequalities brought about by colonialism, racism, capitalism, and sexism, “the desire to 

create” pulses through various work of performance such as theater, dance, music, poetry, 

and performance art (4). Aside from wrestling with the question on how to continue working 

and organizing with others creatively and collaboratively despite quarantine isolation, one 

question the essays grapple with is how the “live” changes vis-à-vis the pandemic. “’Live is 

both an adjective and a defiant verb” (11).  As Pandemic Performance also continues to 

reimagine and envision art, connection, protest, performance, while connecting and building 

with others, I also share this pursuit in imagining what networks of creativity can mugna 

engender. “Existence is resistance and to share in that aliveness is art” (14). I aim explore 

how this sense of “aliveness” is shared through the performance events during the pandemic, 
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and even in conversations and gatherings to discuss the festival and local identity, as well as 

possible forms of defiance that can emerge from sharing “aliveness.” 

 

In a sense, method as mugna—choosing the relevant methods (discussed below) despite the 

exigencies of the field—is to an extent a kind of pandemic performance. It is an insistence 

to continue grappling with energy of ‘aliveness’ that pervades through the will to perform 

local identity.  

 

1. Interviews3 

Because of the pandemic, my initial plan of gathering data to participate in dance rehearsals 

and organizers’ meetings as well as to watch the parade and dance presentations had to be 

adjusted with the suspension of public gatherings. However, since I returned to the 

Philippines earlier than expected in January 2020, I was able to personally talk to Angelo 

Sayson—Dumaguete choreographer and festival coordinator—during a folk performance 

competition at the Silliman University Luce Auditorium on March 4, 2020, a few days before 

the whole country was placed in a nationwide lockdown. Angelo Sayson, who became my 

primary interlocutor, then introduced me to one of the festival founders Daniel “Tingting” 

M. Delfin, who is also a pioneer choreographer and costume designer. Angelo would also 

help me organize meetings with other Dumaguete choreographers (Stephen, Ryan, Dence, 

Ralph, Glenn, Sherwin, Bodo, and Allan) and invite me to the video shooting of the festival 

dance for Paghimamat 2020, a video production organized by the Tourism Office to 

celebrate the Sandurot in lieu of the usual festivities. Aside from choreographers, I also 

interviewed Dumaguete’s tourism officer Jackie Antonio, festival director for the 

Paghimamat Nikki Cimafranca, festival organizer/host of events Glynda Descuatan, 

scriptwriter Ian Casocot, and visual artists Hersley Casero, Sharon Rafols, Hemrod Duran, 

and W Don Flores.  

 

In talking with various social actors, I am guided by tenets of critical ethnography (Madison, 

2005; Conquergood, 2003), in my own awareness of my position and purpose, as I dialogued 

and performed with social actors while probing our various positions in the paradigm of the 

festival. Each chapter opens with a prologue that features an ethnographic encounter, a 

dialogue and co-performance with social actors, which aim to capture multiple voices, 

 
3 I list interviews and events from the fieldwork in a tabular format which is placed in the Appendix 
section. When referencing these interviews and events in this thesis, I indicate the item number in 
parenthetical citations that correspond to fieldwork details in the table. Regarding names of 
interlocutors, I often use the names that I use in conversation with them (in the cases of Tingting, 
Jackie, and Don) aside from the names they have specified to be used in the study.  
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including my own, in grappling with and expressing our feelings and thoughts about the city 

and festival.  

 

2.  Analysis of dance events and ceremony  

I utilize both archive and repertoire as modes of knowledge transmission in my analysis of 

the Sandurot Festival. For Sandurot Festival 2019 (which is covered in Chapter Three), I 

rely on video footages of the Paghimamat, Pasigarbo, and Pasundayag uploaded on 

Facebook and Youtube as well as the live coverage of these events stored on Facebook. 

While I am aware that I am analyzing the archival representation and recording of the 

performance and not the performance per se as mentioned by Taylor (2003, 20), I deepen 

my analysis of the Sandurot by learning about the festival through the repertoire—the live 

interaction of co-present individuals—by attending public events. In this regard, I attended 

the Dumaguete Tower Groundbreaking Ceremony on November 27, 2020 and the 

Community Christmas Light Up Ceremony November 27, 2020 as well as the art talks of 

the ATOA Art Exhibit on February 2021.  In Chapter Four, however, I question the 

delineation between archive and repertoire, when I analyzed the use of digital technology in 

producing and disseminating content through Paghimamat 2020. 

 

3. Reflection about own experience of movement 

In engaging with dance as a way of knowing, I access my own experience of movement 

through methodologies by Sklar (2000) and Ness (1995, 1998, 2004) to follow the ways 

through which embodied practices for the festival are created and performed, their 

embeddedness to cultural projects of the nation-state as well as the personal investments and 

perspectives social actors bring to the performance. Participating in an online dance lecture 

organized by the Cultural Center of the Philippines (August 6, 2020), organizing one-on-one 

folk dance lessons (September 25, 2020 and March 20, 2021), learning festival dance 

movements from choreographers (December 13, 2020), and joining SU Dance Troupe’s 

rehearsal (December 19, 2020), I was able to draw from my own sensations and experiences 

of folk and festival dancing to know about the Sandurot Festival through my own body, 

while in conversation and interaction with other social actors.  

 

4. Textual analysis 

Aside from video footages, I also analyzed write-ups and newspaper articles about the 

Sandurot Festival. For archival information on the early years of the festival since it was first 

celebrated in 1988, I turned to Dumaguete’s local newspaper The Negros Chronicle. I also 

closely read policy papers and legal documents (such as ordinances and sections from the 

constitution) to trace policies, particularly on culture and tourism, and how they set in motion 
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the civic festival as “culture complex,” a product of “metacultural practice” (Bennett 2012) 

where social actors gather experts of dance, arts, literature, and music to shape social conduct 

and city space.  

 

Overview of the Chapters  

As mentioned previously, each chapter seeks to address the questions—how and why local 

identity is performed—with the first two chapters focusing solely on policies and 

institutional actions, and the next three chapters further explaining the creation of embodied 

practices for the Sandurot Festival 2019 and 2020.   

 

In Chapter 1, I pay attention on nation-building policies and ideologies that set the 

conditions for mugna to take place. I trace the conceptualizations of the local—framed as 

territorial unit and a cultural resource— to policies on decentralization, culture, and tourism 

as well as to cultural projects of national elites that associate the local to a precolonial past, 

the folk, and the rural for solidifying national identity. I discuss performance practices such 

as the Philippine folk dance and the Bayanihan folkloric dance troupe, which were shaped 

by the civic nation-building movement of the American colonial period and continue to 

influence street dancing in the civic festival. I also discuss the precursors to the civic 

festivals—the Ati-atihan and Sinulog—developed from religious rituals into touristic events 

during the Marcos’ presidency, when the folk was valorized to strengthen state power and 

tourism to serve the Marcoses’ political and personal interests.  I continue this discussion 

with the imbrication of culture and tourism programs, said to be a Marcosian legacy, which 

continue through current policies such as the National Heritage Act of 2009 and Tourism 

Act of 2009. These culture and tourism policies also provide basis for social actors to 

determine the direction of the locality, resulting in collaborative and collective performance 

of local identity (mugna) to produce city space.  

 

Chapter 2 focuses on Dumaguete City. I approach the city as product of social practice; 

aspirations and desires are embedded within global flows as cities become sites of global 

competitiveness, while also still subjected to political conditions of the locality. I further 

expound the discourses surrounding the identity and future of Dumaguete City which 

revolve around these polarities – City of Gentle People vs Big City Dreams. The former 

envisions the city as relaxed and laidback because of its proximity to nature, while the latter 

seeks to further industrialize the city through urban projects. The city, constituted by these 

narratives, forms the setting of the Sandurot Festival. The chapter also discusses the 

festival’s three major themes – daguit (to abduct), cultural confluence, and pulang yuta (red 

earth)—which reflect social actors’ interpretation of city’s history and identity. Through 



  

25 

these festival themes, we see how social actors negotiate their own interpretation of national 

history with their own claims about the city’s shared identity, which indicate a sense of re-

invention and rediscovery of the local as folk or rural, as a distinct space that cannot be 

collapsed or conflated with the national.  

 

In Chapter 3, I further develop mugna by being more attuned to the energy that is felt and 

experienced in this collaborative process of working together to perform local identity 

through the festival in watching video footage of performance events of Sandurot 2019— 

the ceremony (Paghimamat), dance parade (Pasundayag) and showdown (Pasigarbo)—and 

referencing my conversation with social actors and my participation in dance lessons and 

rehearsal. I discuss the process of mugna in two ways: playfulness or a rediscovery and 

reinterpretation of the rural and the folk and acts of creativity by staging, creating, and 

realizing corporeal practices and narratives based on contestations and negotiations of social 

actors about the city. These collaborative acts of performance stems from but also generates 

the affect of the local—where performing local identity is seen as a meaningful personal and 

collective endeavor. Through this, mugna becomes sites of transformative possibilities—in 

the way social actors still gather to perform for the Sandurot 2020 and in their acts of protest.   

 

In Chapter 4, I follow performance events during the pandemic. Since these events use 

digital technology such as those tools that create, store, and transmit content, I engage with 

how we perceive performance as liveness—as something ephemeral that only takes place 

between the co-presencing of bodies. I discuss how two performance events, an online 

Dance Lecture organized by the Cultural Center of the Philippines and the Paghimamat 

2020, expand our notion of performance and elucidate forms of collaboration and acts of 

creativity in performing local identity with the use of digital technology.  

 

Chapter 5 further explores the affect of the local by looking at the work of festival 

choreographers and creative protests by other social actors (some of whom are active in the 

festival circuit). To do this, firstly, is to examine the role of choreographers as queer subjects 

by framing festival choreography as gendered kind of occupation. With mugna as “trabaho 

sa mga (work of the) bayot, the chapter also unpacks mugna as ‘tactics’ or creative ways of 

‘making do’—with choreographers occupying the lower strata of festival organization and 

straddling the lines of being ‘in-between’ the ‘folkloric’ and the ‘creative’ to stage 

spectacular dance presentations. Secondly, I discuss in this chapter how the body continues 

to be a site for embodying aspirations and driving energy toward the local space, which can 

also be seen with how social actors protest the reclamation project.  
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Positionality and Purpose  

My position as an academic and a Dumaguete local informs the purpose of this research. 

Being in Hong Kong as a PhD student has allowed me to see my hometown from a distance. 

Questions about its identity and its future have become more striking in light of my academic 

interests on imagining modernity as multiplicity, going beyond simply resisting the West in 

articulations of belonging according to Grossberg (2010) and multiplying sites of knowledge 

production according to Chen (2010).  

 

I have always wondered about how my hometown is straddling a precarious balance between 

retaining its small-town ease and comfort while keeping up with the path to progress, which 

is taken to inevitably mean further industrialization as seen in the big cities of Cebu and 

Manila. These debates have become more heightened with news of the urban reclamation 

project in July 2021, which revealed that the city officials planned to build a 174-hectare 

island termed as “Smart City” off the coast of Dumaguete to make the city “modern” and 

“prosperous” (LUPAD Dumaguete ''City of Gentle People,” 2019). Those in agreement of 

the project wished to transform the city into Cebu, Bonifacio Global City, or even Dubai and 

Florida with these cities presenting to them as the yardstick of success, while others point 

out the environmental damage of the project and its contentious position in the geopolitical 

power relations (Pal 2021).  

 

Studying the festival and Dumaguete City has led me back to these questions on the struggle 

to be modern, since the civic festival and reclamation projects operate within the social and 

political conditions of making and creating the city according to one’s ideals, aspirations, 

and dreams. Thus, the festival and the opposition to the urban project is generated from and 

relies on the feeling and investment of social actors to the locality, particularly those who 

have access to participating in these performances and policies. While mugna emanates from 

this local context and struggles of modernity, I hope that this concept contributes to 

formations of collectivity and acts of creativity emerging from policies and performance to 

further understand not only our contexts but various other sites, to hopefully bring about 

transformation in our localities.  

 

On the other hand, even as I look forward to these possibilities opened by mugna, I would 

also like to stress the limitations of this project. While I aim to explore the aspects 

constituting the context of performing local identity, the research does not delve into the 

political economy of the festival—regarding analysis on distribution of funds and resources, 

power relations of political figures and groups involved in the cultural production, as well 

as the economic standing and motivations of social actors. Guided by the analytical 
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framework, I will discuss the historical and political conditions constituting the space of 

performance as well as gendered experience specifically pertaining to festival choreography 

as a queer kind of occupation to understand mugna as play of creativity in articulating claims 

of belonging to city space. Nonetheless, I hope that the paths of inquiry posed by this 

research will lead to other projects further investigating these various points that are explored 

in this thesis. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
LOCALIZING THE NATION THROUGH POLICIESE 

AND PERFORMANCE PRACTICES 
 

 

The Tourism Officer as City’s Salesperson: A conversation with Jackie  

 

Jacqueline V. Antonio sits across the table from me in the new tourism office opposite their 

previously old, cramped quarters at the Manual L. Quezon Park. The office at the ground 

floor of a newly renovated building is now more spacious. Jackie’s room, although separate 

from the rest of the staff, is not completely closed off, but is surrounded with short cubicle 

walls and transparent top borders. She calls her staff occasionally to sort out matters about 

travel requirements of passengers coming into the city during the pandemic. When I ask her 

what she thinks about working for the city, she is candid in admitting her pragmatism 

through which she sees her government post as the city’s salesperson. “That’s what tourism 

is basically…. [You] are the sales and marketing arm of your LGU [local government unit] 

for people to come and invest [in your city], to buy your product…All the culture and arts 

activities we are mounting, and we are supporting build up your product.” I vaguely 

remember Jackie to be perhaps coming from one of the old Spanish families in Negros 

Oriental (where Dumaguete is the capital city), and I sense that working for the city felt like 

a homecoming for her. She had been working in sales for a private company for many years 

prior to her appointment as tourism officer in 2016 by the newly elected mayor. She enjoys 

working with artists or “creatives,” as she calls them, even when she recounts 

disappointment when people expect her to do all the work. “Ganahan gyud kaayo ko sa 

akong (I really like my) job” (Appendix Interviews – 14).  

 

The Sandurot Festival like any civic festival in the country is organized by local government 

units—such as cities and municipalities—through their tourism office to generate economic 

growth and strengthen cultural identity by promoting and celebrating local culture. 

Jacqueline V. Antonio, Dumaguete City’s Tourism Officer, compares the arts and culture 

activities such as the Sandurot Festival to a software that makes the product—in this case 

the city—more “attractive to the buyer.” This is the task of the “creatives”—artists, 

choreographers, and dancers—to “give substance to the product.”  

 

Jackie’s explanation about the city as a marketable product that can be further made 

attractive through festivals reflects the thrust of tourism policies in the country to capacitate 

local government units to enhance their tourism programs. Local officials and other resource 

persons are encouraged to package the locality for tourism promotion through “destination 
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branding” expressed as phrase, image, design, or a combination of these elements that aptly 

capture what makes the locality unique (Tourism Guidebook for Local Government Units 

2017). The creation of this brand and product demands working together with other local 

experts (depending on the initiative of local officials). As Jackie contemplates about the task 

of creating a more coherent picture for the festival, she feels that the work they do together 

with other locals is “going to the right direction.” Tourism involves the politics of display 

according to Kirschenblatt-Gimblett (1998), who argues that museum exhibits as well as 

festivals are “objects of ethnography” (17) which are not neutral items but are put on display 

since their value and attention are created by ethnographers (or museum curators, festival 

organizers, etc.) for certain reasons. In the process of constructing displays through the 

festival, government officials, artists, and academics across various sectors become the main 

protagonists or social actors in making decisions about how people represent their locality 

as “living signs of themselves” (18) to build the locality as a brand or product.  

 

This collective and collaborative search for a local identity is brought about by the 

decentralization policy in governance, where the local government unit draws multisectoral 

representation in managing and carrying out programs and services, including tourism. For 

these social actors who participate in the Sandurot Festival production, they are often driven 

by a sense of attachment and duty in transmitting knowledge—history, memory, and lived 

experience—about the city. The task is underpinned by and further engenders a sense of 

ownership to the urban space as a place of belonging, as ‘theirs’ (ato-a) and as home. Some 

of these social actors, based on my conversations with them, call themselves cultural 

workers, not only referring to their task of organizing and staging cultural events and 

activities for the city, but also implying a more profound sense of dedication and 

commitment for the collectivity in doing something for the greater good that is beyond 

monetary compensation. Performing local identity for the festival is shaped by modern 

desire of these social actors, in the longing to connect the city to an ancient past, to embody 

an authentic lived experience that is distinct and unique, as well as to express their own 

aspirations for the city space. This desire is embedded in nation-state and city-making 

processes that determine the reason and the manner local identity is conceived and 

performed.  

 

The following sections discuss how the locality is framed as a territorial unit and how it is 

performed as a cultural resource of the nation.  
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Locality as Locale or Territorial Unit   

 

Local Governance  

Local government system in the Philippines is comprised of three hierarchical levels, from 

biggest to smallest: the province, city or municipality, and the barangay (or the village). 

Headed by an elected local chief executive (LCE), the local government unit carries out 

executive and legislative functions. A governor or a mayor for a province and city 

respectively may run for office for three consecutive terms. Considered a “landmark” 

legislation toward decentralization in the Philippines, the Local Government Code (LGC) of 

1991 aimed to devolve power and functions of the national government to local governments 

in an effort to strengthen democratization and participation. With the goal to develop the 

countryside ‘at their own pace,’ the Code has given local government units the reins to do 

the following: deliver basic services (including health, environment, education, 

telecommunication, and tourism); regulate certain activities involving  but not limited to 

transportation, housing, leisure; augment financial reserves (such as tax collection and 

increased share of national wealth, particularly the Internal Revenue Allotment or IRA); 

include participation of civil society in local governance such as representatives of non-

government organizations and people’s organizations; and initiate entrepreneurial and 

development activities such as partnerships with private sector (Brillantes, Jr. and Sonco II 

2011, 359-360).  

 

Because the passing of the LGC was driven by political purpose in response to Marcos’ 

centralized rule, some provisions and mechanisms regarding coordination of local 

government and national agencies remain unclear and some argue that giving 40% of the 

IRA to local government units pose certain financial risks for the state. However, the LGC 

over the years has drawn “‘mixed’ results” in terms of empowering local government units 

(366). Regarding tourism policy, the LGC gave cities and municipalities the sole control to 

manage and implement tourism projects and activities. However, others point out that 

tourism success has become dependent on the initiative and capacity of local officials as well 

as the resources available for the local government units (Dela Santa 2010, 155). Brilliantes, 

Jr. & Sonco II (2011) have pointed out that professionalizing local government personnel 

has been one of the main concerns to develop LGUs. Jackie has confided how the lack of 

capable and dependable staff in her office has posed a challenge, especially when people 

expect the tourism office to organize and initiate cultural events, since she would be the one 

carrying the brunt of the work. However, she is thankful that she can at least hire staff based 
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on merit compared to some LGUs where local officials would send their own people to be 

hired as office staff.  

 

Local Politics  

Although decentralization is meant to encourage democratic participation, it is particularly 

interesting that – as scholars have pointed out – the central state is weakened because of the 

power of landed elites and political families (Abinales & Amoroso 2005, 2) and the 

patronage system between congressional representatives and chief executives of LGUs 

(Brillantes, Jr. and Sonco II 2011, 368). Although the LGC was the first policy to bring about 

genuine decentralization, the system of local autonomy could be said to have its roots in the 

precolonial and colonial eras (357). Brillantes, Jr. and Sonco II trace local autonomy to Pre-

hispanic societies, citing that a chieftain with support from his advisers, make decisions over 

his settlement, which is described to be “an autonomous territorial and political unit.” (356)  

Abinales and Amoroso (2005, 27) also point out to this proliferation of various local centers 

in the archipelago, which was part of the trading network in maritime Asia. Polities are fluid 

and not fixed to a certain territory, but the early settlement called barangay (a Tagalog word 

meaning ‘boat’) instead organized around kinship and affiliation to the chieftain or datu. No 

centralized system of political organization across the archipelago emerged prior to 

colonization, with barangays maintaining independence and autonomy even while linked 

through network of datus. However, characteristics and features of local centers would 

indicate state formation in the way they organize and manage kinship, religious practices, 

and economic activities (38).  

 

Eventually, colonial administration would also significantly affect current political 

landscape. With Spanish rule, the friars imposed the reduccion which meant reorganizing 

space by bringing communities—previously gathered beside rivers or the seas—into the 

pueblo or the town center where the church and colonial offices can manage the colonized 

population more effectively and collect tribute from them. Bringing the population into the 

bajo dela campana (“under the church bells”), the reduccion organized Philippine settlement 

through units that still exist today: “barangays (villages) cabaceras (district capitals), 

poblaciones (towns), barrios or barangays (villages), and sitios (hamlets)” (53). Those who 

refused to be subjected under reduccion flew to the mountains and were called 

“remontados.” (68) Although often those who escaped from the pueblo into the jungle were 

called bandits, lleto (1997, 116-118) points out that the definition for banditry is not clear 

cut. Despite banditry being associated also with peasant struggle and resistance against 

change, Ileto focuses on how banditry destabilizes history from the town or pueblo center as 

the ‘other’ shadowy, elusive figure to the to the pueblo center. Although banditry was 
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considered a threat by authorities, the revolution also blurred the distinction between 

revolutionary and bandit. For Ileto, taking note of these alternatives to the dominant history 

is crucial to go beyond the linear narrative of history which is written by those in the pueblo 

center (125).  

 

The friars’ dominance in ruling over the churches and their parishes is considered the first 

indication of a weak central state, with the secular state headed by a captain general severely 

limited in carrying out colonial policies which go against friars’ interests (Abinales and 

Amoroso 2005, 66). Eventually, with the transition to the US Colonial Period, most elites 

were quick to collaborate with the new colonizers because of government posts which gave 

them real avenue to exercise power (126). These local elites would gain power and political 

foothold during the US colonial period with the establishment of the Philippine Assembly, 

which resulted in the formation of ‘national elites’ who have played a central role in 

Philippine politics (137). Describing the Philippines as a “cacique democracy,” Anderson 

(1998) traced the ascent to power of these mestizo elites (offspring of Chinese and local 

women), who had gradually accumulated land, wealth, and political power during the 

Spanish period and further strengthened their dominance during the American colonial 

period through electoral politics, by securing posts in congress and consolidating their power 

via family members’ winning provincial and electoral posts. These key players of the nation-

state, or the national oligarch, who operate through political dynasties (203) are likened to 

caciques at a gambling table as they make bets and take turns in positions of power (225). 

As mentioned by Brillantes, Jr. and Sonco II (2011), this network of patronage and political 

dynasties between congressional representatives and local executives pose a challenge to a 

truly independent and autonomous local government unit.   

 

Considering local politics and governance brings to the fore the “fissures” which, according 

to Lisandro Claudio (2013), characterize the nation-state despite attempts by some 

intellectuals to promote a coherent national identity. Critiquing nativist Philippine 

historiography influenced by anticolonial sentiment, Claudio argues that normative 

nationalist discourse overshadows issues of oligarchy, class difference, local politics, and 

Manila imperialism. Claudio cites an example of a nativist historiography which conflates 

the “local” to nation by making it synonymous to a “‘united’ native” (59). In fashioning a 

national identity that is different from the colonial forces, national elites utilize the locality 

(the periphery or the remote countryside)—as symbolic of an imagined rurality or a 

precolonial past and associated with an abstract notion of people— to fortify the modern 

nation. In the intersection of culture and tourism policies, local practices are gathered and 

performed as folk dance, folkloric dance, and civic festival street dancing and dance 
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showdown to become cultural projects of the nation—which occlude the nuances and 

fissures that inform the social and material conditions of the locality.  

 

 

Local Identity as Cultural Resource    

 

Culture as Project of National Modernity  

For postcolonial nations, like the Philippines, culture becomes a site to construct and 

assemble the modern nation—as sovereign and different from the colonial culture. Tejaswini 

Niranjana’s (2019) discussion on culture and modernity in talking about the woman question 

proves helpful to point out how the concept of ‘culture’ is integral to modern identity while 

seen as opposite to what is “modern” (287). In this case, she explores how the image of the 

Indian woman is constructed at the juncture of Nation and Modernity who is made to embody 

national culture and therefore is construed as outside modernity, a role not expected of men 

who are deemed to belong to modernity (288-289). Modernity here refers to processes of 

democratization and mass media as well as discourses of the traditional vis-à-vis the Western 

or the new and current (300). Exploring the emergence of the term ‘culture’ in the Indian 

modern languages, Niranjana points that the commonly used word ‘sanskriti’ is a translation 

of the word ‘culture.’ This does not mean that the concept of culture was introduced by the 

English; however, Niranjana, argues that since the 19th century, the term ‘culture’ has 

accrued new investments and meanings, which has taken to “become the location of 

everything that is uniquely ours” (286).  

 

The cultural dimension which encompasses the defining and distinctive characters of the 

nation, argues Chatterjee (1993, 6), is where anticolonial nationalism asserts its sovereignty 

before taking the battle in the material or political front. Disputing Anderson’s argument on 

modular forms of nationalism from Western countries which were supposedly adapted by 

previously colonized countries, Chatterjee argues that formations of anticolonial nationalism 

differ from nationalisms of the West with the separation of two dimensions: the inner 

spiritual domain “bearing the ‘essential’ marks of cultural identity” and the outside 

dimension such as matters concerning statecraft, science and technology.  According to 

Chatterjee, it is in the cultural dimension where national elites enact its project of 

“[fashioning] a ‘modern’ national culture that is nevertheless not Western.” 

 

Although Chatterjee observes that the distinction between spiritual and material domains are 

key features in anticolonial nationalisms of Africa and Asia, it would be interesting to note 

how these two dimensions—the culture and the state—coalesce with how national elites 
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mobilize the concept of a shared national culture through cultural nationalism4 to strengthen 

identification to nation as an ‘imagined community’ (according to Anderson 1991), which 

is framed by national elites. In this regard, it is noteworthy to consider Lindsay’s (2002, 64) 

argument to perceive cultural policy not as an outside force that structures and shapes 

cultural expression but belongs to the same “context within which cultural forms work and 

function.” Studying various aspects of the performing arts complex, such as governmental 

structure, performers, and audience, Lindsay observes that the state functions as the patron 

of so-called traditional performing arts, which bears similarities to prenational practices of 

local elites’ sponsorship of performing artists (70-71). Lindsay also notes how culture was a 

concern of the state among Southeast Asian countries in promoting national identity (66), 

although they vary in the function and role of culture as connected to religion and everyday 

life (Thailand), as strengthening nationhood (Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines), or 

as associated with leisure and entertainment (Singapore and Brunei). She claims: “From the 

outset, culture was identified as a state-directed tool of national identity” (65).  

 

Culture, in the Philippine context, has always been a project of the nation-state. Although 

not explicitly defined, the term ‘national culture’ is mentioned in the previous 1898, 1935, 

and 1971 constitutions. Alvina et al. (2020, 8-9) explain in “The Philippines: Cultural Policy 

Profile” that national culture is taken to mean “sum total of human behaviour, norms, beliefs, 

tendencies, and expressions conventionalised in art forms specific to a definable 

community.” As with other nations, constitutions set the creation of national culture. As 

mentioned by the 1987 Philippine Constitution, Section 14, the state is committed to ‘foster 

the preservation, enrichment, and dynamic evolution of a Filipino national culture based on 

the principle of unity in diversity in a climate of free artistic and intellectual expression.’  

The authors observe that this proclamation implies that culture would be constructed in an 

atmosphere of artistic and intellectual freedom, while unifying a diverse and heterogenous 

nation.  

 
4 I refer to Castro’s (2011, 13) framing of cultural nationalism as propelled by the notion of having a 
“shared culture,” encompassing various and contesting ideologies on nation, and which could be 
expressed by the state or artists to forward a coherent and tangible aspects of national identity through 
‘culture.’ In this regard, it is helpful to also consider Castro’s conceptualizing of nation-state when 
there is harmony between national belonging and the state as “governing structure” of nation; 
however, she considers the Philippine state and Philippine nation-state as “separate but similar 
concepts” since there are instances when national ideology goes against the state, as in the case of 
patriotic songs which profess love of country but are deemed subversive (11). Castro clarifies these 
concepts as she discusses the role of the state and artists in articulating the nation through musical 
forms and productions, which I also find relevant in this context of discussing cultural projects of the 
state in promoting nationhood. However, unlike Castro, I argue that although the nation remains to 
be “source and core” (13) to many Filipinos especially those of the diaspora, national belonging is a 
given but recedes into the background, as attachment to locality becomes the primary source of 
meaning and investment of social actors in creating performance practices for the locality. 
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Looking at culture as a nation-state project, we are able to trace how national elites construct 

the ‘soul’ of the nation—its cultural identity—with the help and support of the state. As 

Chatterjee (1993) has said, culture pertains to the ‘spiritual’ dimension of the nation and 

according to Niranjana (2019) positioned to be the opposite of modernity but crucial to 

modern identity. In this case, however, we see how the cultural and political dimensions of 

the nation coalesce to forward the modernizing ideals of national elites. Curated and 

collected by state actors, culture is a project of the state crucial in assembling a nation’s soul 

to forward a modern project, creating a socially coherent nation and culturally connected 

and civic-minded citizens working to forward the goals of the state.  

 

The modern desire for authenticity and origins which are perceived to be spatio-temporally 

distant—an untainted ancient past and an idyllic rurality—has preoccupied national elites 

through the years. These concepts of tradition, folk, and heritage are modern concepts 

essential to the formation of the postcolonial nation as national intellectuals and elites assert 

their distinctiveness and difference from the West or the previous colonizing force. In the 

next section, we will trace this mobilization of cultural identity through the sentiments and 

ideals of national elites who sought to construct a nation vis-à-vis colonialism and to 

recuperate the postcolonial subject from colonial condition. With the local (towns, villages, 

and other areas perceived to be in the periphery) becoming a cultural resource for the folk 

and the traditional, this sentiment has shaped cultural projects such as Philippine folk dance 

and folkloric dance troupes, which continue to constitute the context through which 

corporeal practices in the civic festival are debated, created, and evaluated.  

 

 Modernity of National Elites   

In Brains of the Nation (2006a), Mojares examines the Filipino enlightenment emerging 

during the Spanish colonial period among a growing population of elites who are enmeshed 

in the cultural traffic of liberal ideas from the West brought about by travel and education. 

Focusing on three intellectuals Pedro Paterno, T.H. Pardo de Tavera, and Isabelo delos 

Reyes, Mojares explores their articulations of modern knowledge or a distinct Filipino 

modernity in the context of a rising nationalist inteligentsia during the late 19th century in 

the way they organized and established associations, organizations, educational and press 

institutions in promoting secularism, independence, reform, and national identity against 

friar authority specifically and Spanish rule generally. During this time, the word Filipino 

became encompassing of natives as well as Chinese and Spanish mestizos and not only the 

creoles (419). Although this ilustrado (or enlightened) class is complex and not a singular 
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entity, with wealth and education not only its sole markers, the ilustrado is often associated 

with “progressive, reform-minded individuals” (468).  

 

Although limited in their formulation of nation according to their own standpoint within the 

Tagalog center and thus excluding others (such as Muslims and those from the ‘tribes’), 

these ilustrados engaged with the West to produce knowledge in the disciplines such as 

literature, history, and sociology that is national and useful to understand and ‘organize’ 

society. Working toward a national purpose and goal, these intellectuals “traced the 

possibilities of an autonomous, critical voice in dialogue with the West” (Mojares 2006a, 

471). Interestingly, conceptualizing this Filipino modernity is tied to a desire for origins to 

construct the “agency of the nation.” Using Spanish sources as well as Malay and Asian 

texts, national intellectuals like Jose Rizal claimed that the Filipinos had an “ancient and 

noble past,” with some of them developing ‘migration wave’ theories, connecting Filipinos 

with other Asians, and assembling indigenous traditions as with Isabelo delos Reyes’ 

extensive research of “folk-lore” 5 (502-503).  

 

During the American colonial period, local traditions and cultural practices continued to be 

the basis of narrating the nation’s cultural history to reclaim the past erased by colonialism. 

Nation-building was cultural instead of being politically confrontational, stirring away from 

revolutionary nationalism into ‘Filipinism’ or filipinismo which Mojares (2006a, 494-495) 

defines as a “benign and conservative view of recovering, preserving, and promoting native 

traditions in combination with the best in Western (specifically American) culture.” Cultural 

nationalists were complicit to American authorities, preoccupied instead with the quest for 

the ‘Filipino soul’ linked with the romantic and abstract notion of the ‘people.’ Mojares 

 
5 Born in Vigas, Ilocos in 1864 to a family of a mestizo merchant class, Isabelo delos Reyes is 
considered as an “unorthodox intellectual,” who went against Spanish and American rule and wrote 
on a variety of topics such as religion, politics, and language aside from folklore (Mojares 2006a, 
255).  A two-volume compilation of articles, letters, and documents by Isabelo and other 
contributors, El Folk-lore Filipino was published in Manila in 1889. For Isabelo, he perceived his 
work on folklore as one of ‘national’ in scope and as an expression of love of country, with the goal 
of studying folklore as a ‘new science’ (ciencia nueva)  to critically understand and learn about 
Filipino culture and history. Although he defines folklore as the collection and study of data that the 
“unenlightened folk (gente no ilustrada) know and have,” his definition of folklore is more fluid and 
expansive beyond the ‘primitive’ man, which is typically the object of study for some European 
folklorists.  He included various material from past to present, across disciplines such as history and 
economy, and wrote about them through different styles such as fiction and archival documentation. 
As a national intellectual, Isabelo studied folklore by engaging with foreign scholarship in producing 
modern knowledge, citing various references of Spanish, Chinese, or Norse myths to adopt a 
comparatist view of the material that he has gathered, such as  “popular literary forms, ceremonies 
and games, folk speech, and names of places, plants and animals which can be useful to other 
knowledge field.” Although he often employed a Eurocentric view in his commentary, he also 
positioned himself as “within” the culture he is studying. Isabelo’s Folk-lore is said to be one of his 
premiere contributions to Philippine studies (305-312). 
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argues that “In the cohabitation of ‘Americanization’ and ‘Filipinization,’ a canonical, civic 

nationalism was formed.”  

 

Envisioned to train and prepare Filipinos for nationhood during the Commonwealth6 period, 

according to Mojares (2006b), Filipinism ushered in a nationalism that was “conservative 

and ruralist” in the way it champions and advocates the preservation of tradition—such as 

in the balagtasismo movement (defending Tagalog poetic forms), in the revival of the folk 

song kundiman into national status, and the collection of folk dances (17-20). Despite the 

enthusiasm of intellectuals to forward Filipinism to preserve a so-called Filipino essence 

against foreign or American influences which are deemed as threats, the movement waged 

its battle in the cultural sphere because it is unable to do so in the political field. Mojares 

gives a somber appraisal of Filipinism: “… the romancing of ‘tradition’ and the ‘past,’ I 

suspect, was also a refuge of the subjugated, the claim of some secret power by those who 

were, in the real world, powerless” (23)  

 

The nation-building discourse which emerges from the American colonial period reflects the 

attempts of Manila-based national intellectuals to frame the nation from their position, 

subsuming local practices as part of a teleological and linear narrative that sees a glorious 

precolonial past moving through colonial period toward independence and progress (Ileto 

1997). Ileto describes this narrative as the “ilustrado emplotment” of history which 

characterizes popular history texts such as those by Teodoro Agoncillo and continues to be 

reproduced by both nation-state ideology and radical oppositionists (100). According to 

Ileto, ilustrados—following the humanist tradition—anticipated a “a new age of 

enlightenment, when the glory of an ancient past would be fused with the progress of 

nationhood” (101). This historical narrative is widely accepted by state actors and activists 

since it positions them as primary agents of development, which preclude alternative 

histories of people beyond the pueblo center such as those who blur the lines as revolutionary 

figure, folk hero, or bandit (105).  

 

This ilustrado conception of national modernity would shape cultural projects in connecting 

the ‘Filipino soul’ to an ancient past free from any colonial influence, promoting a coherent 

and total view of Filipino nation from the standpoint of national elites based in the 

metropolitan. In the following section, we discuss the invention of folk forms in the 

 
6 The Commonwealth Period refers to the ten-year transition term toward the planned independence 
set in 1946, which was created—along with a constitutional convention to prepare for both the 
Commonwealth and the eventual independence—through the Tydings-McDuffie Act or the 
Philippine Independence Act passed in March 1934 (Abinales and Amoroso 2005, 147). 
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filipinismo movement during the civic nation-building movement in the American colonial 

period which localize the nation, with the local becoming the site of the rural, the traditional, 

and the ancient. These folk forms would also influence the formation of folkloric dance and 

street dancing as national performance practices. In the following section, I primarily draw 

from Gonzalves (2010), Castro (2011), and Peterson (2016) who wrote about the Philippine 

folk dance and the Bayanihan dance troupe to explore the role of national elites in the 

construction of these folk forms, the international and national political context through 

which they were created, and the processes and implications of utilizing the local as resource 

to foster national identity.  

 

Invention of folk forms  

Discussing works of nationalist composers such as Francisco Santiago, Lucio San Pedro, 

and Lucresia Kasilag, Castro (2011) explains the expansive definition of “folk music” as 

encompassing those musical creations with known or unknown composers as well as those 

folk songs “in the oral tradition with mixed regional and even international origins” 

including those with folk song elements or a combination of folk songs. Folk music, in 

whatever form, is tied to the sense of the “traditional,” in which the term “tradition” is 

“closely associated with a timeless sense of the past and the romanticized countryside” (48). 

Although the folk could be viewed as low brow, it gains purchase as resource for the nation’s 

identity when removed from the material conditions of peasants and farmers. As Castro 

further notes, the use of the term folk in postcolonial Philippines, “is tied to an essentialist 

vision of national culture, but the significance of folk is in its differentiation from ‘the 

modern,’ ‘the urban,’ and even ‘the foreign’” (68).  

 

Writing about Francisco Santiago who is referred to as the ‘Father of Philippine Nationalism 

in Music,’ Castro (2011, 33-35) compares his strategy of utilizing folk sources and popular 

folk melodies for his compositions of a national scope to Anderson’s example in using 

vernacular languages in print as a strategy to imagine the nation.  Santiago was driven by 

the movement during this time of Filipinism—a cultural nationalism which sought to fashion 

a Filipino identity departing from the colonial mold to “further a stronger sense of localized 

identity [emphasis mine].” Even though some folk music carry borrowed foreign elements, 

they are perceived as signifiers to the “inner self of the Filipino” or an “essential Filipino 

identity,” which are collected as nation’s heritage, erasing regional and local distinctions, 

and then disseminated through pedagogy and other modes of performance. Santiago would 

be invited by then University of the Philippines President Dr. Jorge Bocobo to join a research 

team on the collection of Philippine folk songs and dances.  
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In 1934, Bocobo organized the Committee on Philippine Folk Songs and Dances, which 

included apart from Francisco Santiago, linguist Dr. Cecilio Lopez, anthropologist Otley 

Beyer, and dean of women’s physical education Francisca Reyes Tolentino (later Aquino). 

The research team, comprised of Aquino and Ramon Tolentino (photographer) and Antonio 

Buenaventura (musician), embarked on an ethnographic field work across the country (from 

Ilokos in the north to Sulu in the south) to document songs, dances, musical instruments, and 

costumes from 1934 to 1938 (Gonzalves 2010, 43-44; Mojares 2006b, 18).  

 

The assembling, creation, and ‘invention’ of Philippine folk dance then as a pedagogical tool 

(with folk dance as a required subject for basic education curriculum) and performance 

practice (in the founding of subsequent folkloric dance troupes such as the renowned 

Bayanihan) would lead to the institutional link between the dancing body as expression of 

nation (Gonzalves 2010, 43-44, 61); Mojares 2006b, 18; Peterson 2016, 104; Amada Santos 

2019, 3, 6). These collected dances documented, taught, and performed as folk dance would 

become enduring discourse, according to Amada Santos (2019, 2-3), that tells a “local 

narrative of the Philippine nation [emphasis mine]” which stems from a postcolonial desire 

to locate national identity into the precolonial past, but ironically succumbing to colonial 

discourse in simplifying and reducing communities and identities as bearers of a so-called 

authentic Filipino identity. Like the Manila-based ilustrados who were preoccupied with a 

past free from colonizing influence, educators like Bocobo and Reyes Aquino as “inheritors 

of elite liberal tradition” utilized the local (the areas beyond Manila as sites of research) in 

the service of the nation-state, to train and educate citizens to recognize and express their 

belonging to the Philippine nation.  

 

The cultural project of creating Philippine folk dance7—as with Philippine folk music—was 

shaped by romantic and cultural nationalism. Bocobo, like other advocates of filipinism, 

 
7 I use the term Philippine folk dance or folk dance to refer to dance practices recorded in the 
research tradition started by Francisca Reyes Aquino (previously Reyes Tolentino) and performed 
according to its set guidelines, different from actual dance practices of communities particularly for 
ritual or religious occasion. Folkloric, on the other hand, refers to “performance practices and the 
associated material culture deriving from the folk but recontextualized for audiences” (Castro 2011, 
68). Folkloric dance troupes, for instance, are those that create and perform dances based on the folk 
and interpreted for the theater stage. I do acknowledge the fluidity of these categories and agree to 
an extent that these dance practices fall under Villaruz’s (2006, 30)  expansive definition of 
Philippine dance as “composed of what we generally call the folklore—the dances of the people,” 
which are performed for ritual or celebration, colonial-influenced dances for social functions, 
theatrical dances, and presentations during cultural and economic activities. Writing one of the 
historical essays for the Cultural Center of the Philippines titled “Philippine Dance during the Fifth 
Republic (1986 onward), Beltran et. al (2017) offer as well an encompassing view of folk dance or 
translated as ‘katutubong sayaw’ for the section “Indigenous Dances,” which includes dances 
practiced as communal rituals, entertainment, and protest. However, drawing from Shay’s concept 
of folk and folkloric dances as parallel traditions which Castro (68-69) has cited, I do use Philippine 
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spoke about the need to protect and preserve the ‘Filipino soul’ (Mojares 2006b, 15). 

Mirroring the romantic nationalism of Ernest Renan and Johann Herder, Bocobo saw the 

nation expressed through cultural forms, by claiming that the ‘new Philippines must 

therefore dig down deep into the soul of the nation in order to bring out its beauty in music 

and folk dances, in literature and other forms of culture’ (Gonzalves 2010, 41). Although 

Philippine folk dance was conceived with the intention to oppose Western and foreign 

elements and to preserve the Filipino soul, it was created by U.S.-educated and Manila-based 

intellectuals with the use of Western tools of knowledge production in dance technique, 

research, and pedagogy (Perillo 2017; Gonzalves 2010). Demystifying the traditional veneer 

of Philippine folk dance, Perillo (2017) challenges its touted purity by discussing how Reyes 

Aquino’s8 Philippine Folk Dance and Games published in 1927 is a modernizing project, 

drawing from  Louise H. Chalif’s textbook on dancing techniques and Frederick O. 

England’s manual on physical education to develop folk dance as a tool to train students into 

ideal national subjects. Investigating this specific dance history and its connection to US 

empire, Perillo seeks to explore Reyes Aquino’s “’Filipinization of the colonized body.”  

 

Perillo follows Gonzalves’ work in the rethinking of the perceived static and unchanging 

nature of folk dance. Analyzing the entanglement of dance within the geopolitical 

relationships of the US and the Philippines, Gonzalves (2010, 46-47) traces the genealogy 

of Pilipino Cultural Night as a performance genre popularized by Filipino students in the 

United States in the 1970s to 1980s to the institutionalization of Philippine folk dance in the 

1930s in the Philippines. Gonzalves further contextualized the project of folk dance 

collection into the field of physical education, as a site to discipline colonial subjects and, 

with Aquino’s folk dance collection, further establish a standard research form as well as 

guide students and teachers to perform dances as “physical expression of nationalism.” 

Aside from improving bodily posture and engaging the body for a healthy form of leisure, 

the objectives of learning folk dances—for Reyes Aquino—include fostering a sense of love 

for the country as well as preserving and appreciating folk dances from different Philippine 

regions. The 1946 edition of Reyes Aquino’s Philippine National Dances featured 54 folk 

dances, along with annotation and musical score as well as detailed information about 

costumes and movements.  

 

 
folk dance, folkloric dance, and  street dancing (in civic festivals) to refer to separate but 
interrelated—although not hierarchical—practices. 
 
8 Perillo uses Reyes – Tolentino in the article, as a reference to the author’s previous surname to a 
prior marriage. Reyes Aquino is used throughout for consistency 
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Prior to Reyes Aquino’s training at the Sargent School in Boston from 1929 to 1931 in the 

field of Physical Education, she had already started collecting folk dances since 1921 as a 

student assistant at the University of the Philippines and in 1927 was tasked by Bocobo to 

record dances from the barrios ‘before [the dances] become extinct.’ Reyes Aquino would 

continue her work as dance educator after the war, establishing the Philippine Folk Dance 

Society (Gonzalves 2010, 47). Serving as director of women’s physical education from 1935 

to 1940, Reyes Aquino also introduced physical education to the Philippine public school 

system (46). With several books on folk dance and her general ‘contribution to the 

advancement of Filipino culture,’ Reyes Aquino was awarded the National Artist for Dance 

in 1973 (“Order of National Artists” n.d.). 

 

Referring to the folk song and dance committee’s research work, Bocobo remarked that they 

were recovering what was ‘in danger of being lost and forgotten forever’ vis-à-vis American 

popular culture which threatens ‘the golden nuggets of our spiritual heritage’ (Gonzalves 

2010, 43). This romantic nationalism of seeing folk dance research as doing recovery work 

and guarding against threats of Westernization and Americanization continues in the 

adaptation of folk dances to dance theater, particularly in the work of pioneering folkloric 

dance company the Bayanihan. With Bayanihan, Manila-based elites continue to become 

the key actors in organizing material and artifacts from the countryside into a new national 

mode of performance practice—dance theater with actual dance practices in communities as 

basis and inspiration (Gonzalves 2010; Peterson 2016). Inheriting the romantic nationalism 

of their predecessors in their preoccupation of a the ‘people’ (as an abstract concept), the 

countryside, and the folk as source of a national patrimony, national elites and artists 

continue to invent the folk, essentializing local practices as comprising the nation’s shared 

culture.  

 

Emerging from the Philippine Women’s University as its institutional home and origin, the 

Bayanihan rose to prominence when it received resounding success at the Universal 

Exposition in Brussels, Belgium in 1958 when they represented the Philippines and would 

soon perform for a series of international tours in Europe and the United Sates. Building 

from Francisca Reyes Aquino’s research and fieldwork of gathering people’s dance 

practices, Bayanihan transforms these rituals and movements into dances performed on the 

theater stage (Gonzalves 2010; Castro 2011; Peterson 2016). With their popularity, 

Bayanihan has even become to stand as “synonym for Philippine culture itself” particularly 

for diasporic Filipino youth (Gonzalves 2010, 64). Bayanihan comes from the root word 

bayan, which means country or nation; however, the term also connotes ‘working together,’ 

referring to the bayanihan spirit as “sense of communal helpfulness usually associated with 
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a rural setting” often exemplified by a group of people transferring a bamboo house to 

another location (Castro 2011, 71). Bayanihan, whose popularity in the 1950s coincided with 

the international trend of state-supported folk dance companies, has since been deeply 

connected with the nation-state, becoming cultural ambassadors to promote the Philippines 

for tourism. For their contribution, they have been declared the ‘Philippines National Folk 

Dance Company in 1998’ (76).  

 

Citing Anthony Shay, Castro (2011, 68-69) notes that the Bayanihan, like other folk dance 

companies, ‘embodies the nation’ through their own folkloric tradition, which is seen as 

parallel to folk dances rather than as existing in a spectrum where the actual practices is seen 

as the original. As parallel tradition, the folkloric based their performance on the practices 

of the folk or the people in the communities but “recontextualized” or reshaped for an 

audience. This folkloric dance production thus is different from and parallel to the dances in 

communities which are perceived and documented as folk dance. However, the desire and 

concern for authenticity is crucial to those who choreograph dance productions to express 

Filipino identity in a postcolonial setting and has been a cornerstone to the emerging 

performance practice of dance theater started by the Bayanihan (Peterson 2016, 108). While 

the Bayanihan team (based on accounts by founding choreographer Lucresia Urtula and 

costume designer Isabel Santos) were aware that they were creating dances for the 42heatre 

based on folk dances from the communities, they were burdened by the desire to be 

authentic, that is ethical and true to their representation of the folk dances that they collected 

and adapted. They attempt to uphold the authenticity of their dance productions through their 

fieldwork research and consultation of ‘[taking] ancient lore straight form the people’ 

(Gonzalves 2010, 75) and through a choreography that keeps the essence of the dance, 

expressed as ‘the original flavour and feeling’ even as they make some modifications 

(Peterson 2016, 109).  

 

With the techniques of ‘compression,’ ‘highlighting,’ and ‘enhancement,’ Bayanihan was 

able to choose certain aspects of the dance practice that highlights its ‘distinctive character,’ 

restructure it for aesthetic or narrative purpose, and add some embellishment in music and 

costume to appeal to theater audience (Peterson 2016, 109; Gonzalves 2010, 75). In their 

research notes and accounts, the Bayanihan researchers see their work as “heroic” and noble 

in the way they preserve folk practices perceived to be in danger of being forgotten 

(Gonzalves 2010, 78). Reminiscent of “salvage anthropology” that aims to document a 

culture that is deemed fading under threat of colonizing and modernizing forces, such 

sentiment exists in postcolonial countries anxious to define their identities, which leads to 

rendering community and ethnic groups abstract and reductive (Amada Santos 2019, 2). 



  

43 

Gonzalves notes that this anxiety is characteristic of metropolitan intellectuals who bemoan 

the ‘vanishing Indian’ (73) and who see themselves as the caretaker of these folk practices, 

“the proper and sole interpreter of the nation’s patrimony…” (78). Citing John Storey, 

Peterson (2016, 108) describes the work of these Manila-based cultural enthusiasts as similar 

to those of folklorists in Western societies in the late 18th and 19th centuries who believed 

that rural and remote locations are site of “true, authentic culture” in contrast to cities. With 

the excursions and research of these national elites into the field, these researchers transform 

the everyday and ordinary aspects of the people’s lives for another cultural setting; thus 

“what is local becomes folk and popular culture [emphasis mine].” The local village and 

community become the source of material to express this vaunted Filipino spirit and ideal. 

For instance, Bayanihan costume designer Isabela Santos saw the remote countryside, 

specifically the Cordillera region as source of “the richest materials of all” to ‘probe into the 

Filipino soul’” (as cited by Peterson 2016, 106).  

 

From these artifacts and research notes collected in their fieldwork, Bayanihan has produced 

a dance anthology of the Philippine archipelago which, according to Castro (2011, 79-81), 

functions as a “communal civics lesson” since the performance has become tradition itself, 

with its format instilled in the dance concert audience. Featuring an anthology of dances 

from different areas in the country, which has become a staple production, the folkloric 

becomes “tradition” as familiar as the national anthem. The dance production includes the 

dances from the tribes in the Cordillera Region (Northern or Highland Suite), those of 

Hispanic influence from Christians in the lowland areas (Spanish Suite), consolidated dances 

from ethnic groups in southern Philippines who practice Islam (Muslim Suite), and dances 

from rural, agrarian towns (Rural Suite). As Castro explains Bayanihan performs nostalgia 

through a repetitive act of inhabiting an idealized and shared past to ease the tensions of 

urbanization and Westernization as well as, citing Hobsbawm, to establish national 

coherence.  

 

On the one hand, Gonzalvez (2010) situates Bayanihan as ‘dancing diplomats’ within the 

US-Philippine relations and Cold War politic. According to Gonzalves, by the 1950s, “folk 

culture not only authenticated the ‘cultural’ (or, rather, the anthropological or sociological) 

subject of Philippine culture but the ‘political’ subject, as well” (65). The 1958 World’s Fair 

is a space where Cold War politics was played out through countries’ display of culture, 

through literary art, dances, songs, among others. For Bayanihan, they brought people as 

‘live exhibit’ as “evidence of Philippine culture” (71). Gonzalves briefly maps out U.S.’ 

intervention and dominance in the country through free trade policies, the building of 

American bases, and even direct but covert involvement to crush the Huk rebellion 
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(originally an organized armed movement against Japanese forces but later fought for land 

reform)—to ensure that the Philippines becomes complicit to American policy (65-70). After 

impressing audience with their presentation during the Philippine night and winning the 

fair’s competition for national dance-theater companies, Bayanihan was invited to perform 

in Broadway as part of an international festival. Gonzalves reads Bayanihan’s presence in 

New York as “metaphor” for the ideal US-Philippine relations, where cultural exchange 

conceals the U.S.’s political interest of expanding and asserting their presence in Asia to 

integrate these countries into free trade, using them for raw material and source of human 

labor (71).   

 

Critiques of the Bayanihan point out the dance company’s tendency to impose standardized 

dance forms at the expense of existing dance practices (Peterson 2016, 115-116), reinforce 

unequal power structures along ethnic, class, and gender lines through the portrayal of the 

people or the folk through their dance suites (Castro 2011, 101), and distort cultural practices 

for the demands of the theater stage according to critics cited by Gonzalves (2010, 81-84). 

However, aside from praising the company’s artistry in staging dances, writers point out the 

impact of the troupe: constructing the nation as a coherent wholeness from the 

“heterogeneity of the local” (Roces, as cited by Gonzalves, 81-82), providing “fixed points 

of reference” across the world particularly for Filipinos in the diaspora (Peterson 2016, 114), 

and performing specific acts, exchanges, and interactions of imagining the nation resulting 

in a sense of “cultural pride” and “solidarity” (Castro 2011, 101).  

 

Nevertheless, Bayanihan and Reyes Aquino’s manuals or the ‘Bible’ of folk dancing in the 

Philippines have become authorities on how folk dancing should be performed, with 

Peterson (2016, 115) commenting that both “collectively [constitute] a hegemonic practice 

of imagined authenticity.” However, Kanami Namiki’s  (2016) ethnographic account on 

the development of dances from Kalinga and Maranao—two ethnic groups which have 

resisted colonial forces and dealt with various religious influences as well as government 

policies in attempting to integrate them to the nation-state—reveal the layers of complexity 

involved in the creation of so-called authentic dance practices. Studying the dance 

productions of local troupes and festival dance groups in these communities, Namiki 

explores how dances are “often complicated performances of nationalism,” since these 

performances involve collaboration, negotiation, and struggle between local and national 

dance artists to gain authority over authenticity. Inasmuch as people from the community 

deal with institutional thrusts from the center where they have to alter their own dance 

practices according to the prescribed standard, people from the community themselves also 

innovate dance movements to assimilate religious elements or pop culture influences for 
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various reasons, such as such as tourism, peace and order, celebration and fun, preservation 

of tradition, among others.  

 

Thus, instead of putting these dance productions (from the folk dance manuals, to the 

folkloric dance productions, and to the street dancing in festivals) against an ideal of 

authenticity which refers to the actual dance practices, it might be more productive to trace 

claims and contests of authenticity, such as the processes and reasons these claims are 

waged, since these practices are all separate, interrelated, and also changing. Responding 

criticisms of the Bayanihan against authenticity, Gonzalves (2010, 85-86) points out that 

such claims still uphold a folk subject as “true” and authentic. Relying on the practices of 

ethnic groups for cultural presentations as an indication of the nation’s precolonial past is 

premised, citing Renato Constantino, on a ‘static view of culture.’ Gonzalves points out that 

the desire for authenticity is a response to a crisis; referencing critic Arnold Azurin’s critique 

on folklore studies, he warns that such task of celebrating, protecting, and preserving 

authenticity which is done by metropolitan elites reify others into “simplified pasts.”  

Gonzalves thus thinks of cultural analysis interrogating institutional impulses that shape 

performance practices and analyzing the specific material conditions and struggles of people 

who are the subjects of dance research—a direction which this research is also taking in not 

only considering “context” aside from “content” but seeing context as the site and object of 

this project.  

 

As with the American colonial period, where the promotion of national identity proved to 

be benign and harmless to American interests, Bayanihan’s purpose to foster national 

identity through dance theater exported or displayed as ‘tradition’ and ‘folk’ continued the 

discourse on the abstract notion of the Filipino soul and the people, removed from historical 

and political conditions. The Philippine folk dance of Francisca Reyes Aquino and folkloric 

dance of the Bayanihan, which have embodied the nation through a localized identity as folk 

and as a reimagined village or tribe, have prepared the population for a street dancing 

practice. With folk dance as part of the basic education curriculum and the Bayanihan 

template as familiar enough to become a “civics lesson” (Castro 2011, 81), it is undeniable 

that students, dancers, and choreographers perform, create, and deliberate dances through 

their exposure to these dance forms. As noted by Peterson (2016), Bayanihan aesthetic 

techniques can be observed in the spectacular street dancing practice (109), and with the 

institutionalization of folk dance into the education curriculum (156) all students have 

learned the foundational folk dance steps which often become the basis for the street dancing 

practices. The section below further discusses how cultural policies, particularly during 
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Ferdinand Marcos’ presidency, continue the celebration of folk practices as connected to an 

ideal Filipino citizenry, which also led to the emergence of civic festivals.  

 

Cultural Policies  

 

 Valorization of the folk during the Marcos’ presidency  

The elite liberal tradition that celebrates the past and invents the folk as a romantic notion 

that evokes the Filipino soul is seen in the impetus behind the invention of folk dance and 

folkloric performance. For national elites, these dances are corporeal acts of imagining the 

nation, aimed to inculcate feelings of attachment toward the nation and solidify a coherent 

expression of national identity, to redeem it from colonial history and protect it from foreign 

elements. The celebration of a precolonial past and folk culture continues through former 

president and dictator Ferdinand Marcos who positions himself as “’world historical’ 

Leader” who fulfills the ilustrado dream of the pueblo (realized in history as the state) as 

site of progress which has its roots from the idealized pre-Spanish barangay (Ileto 1997, 101-

102).  

 

During the reign of infamous dictator Ferdinand Marcos and first lady Imelda Marcos, they 

celebrated folk culture as means to supposedly recuperate the colonized subject while 

wielding culture to achieve personal gains and maintain their dominance and control over 

the country. The Cultural Center of the Philippines for instance, which took an inordinate 

amount to build, highlights how the regime crafted the country’s cultural heritage to 

legitimize their rule (Castro 2011; Espiritu 2017). As noted by Castro (2011, 110), with the 

first lady Imelda Marcos expressing her desire to build a cultural center as “personal project” 

to develop the Filipino soul, the Marcos’ couple utilized culture for their own personal and 

political ambitions. The Marcos’ couple was able to wed cultural and political nationalism, 

for instance in the way they use folklore, positioning themselves as embodying the myth of 

Malakas and Maganda (the Filipino Adam and Eve). Marcos continued his proclamations of 

fostering nationalism, with culture “as unifying force” of the nation, and thus furthering his 

hold and grasp to power (121).  

 

In Passionate Revolutions: The Media and the Rise and Fall of the Marcos Regime, Espiritu 

(2017) further discusses how cultural policies advanced the Marcos romance or the 

melodrama of the couple as the father and mother of the nation. Through various publications 

about the New Society, which explain the ideals of the martial law state, Marcos 

appropriated the militant anticolonial positioning of Franz Fanon to forward a program of 

the New Society meant to recuperate the Filipino who is deemed lacking and incomplete 
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(46-47). Although Marcos’ posturing for a renewed and liberated national subject is anti-

American, it was also premised by claims on the inadequacy of the Filipinos (47). This lack 

and flaw of the national character is reinforced through the US colonial program of 

Benevolent Assimilation (or ‘white love’ according to Vicente Rafael) and the 

modernization discourse of Cold War politics which conceive the Philippines as ill-prepared 

for self-governance and democracy. The task of creating a “‘decolonized cultural subject” 

lies on Marcos’ guidance as ‘father,’ with the citizenry submitting to his authority and the 

martial law state (49).  

 

The Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP)—argues Espiritu—best highlights how the 

Marcoses “embodied the nexus between cultural paternalism of Marcos’ modernizing stance 

and the anti-colonial populism of his cultural liberation program” (52). Marcos’ cultural 

policies are seen as tools to promote the national allegories of the Marcos romance 

(governing the country with familial love), with the goal of creating a national culture as 

paramount, which is connected to “national discipline” where the individual adjusts their 

behavior to conform to this new society (50-51). In this light, the CCP is aimed to bring 

healing to the deficient colonial subject by providing the subject the space to be culturally 

educated and to train them to enact “civilized forms of behavior” (61-62). To counter attacks 

that the Center is elitist, Imelda remarked that the center would be accessible to the people 

and would bring healing to “cultural amnesia” by inventing traditions that celebrate the 

country’s origins as rooted to a ‘great Malayan culture’ (63). The CCP’s design of integrating 

the folk symbol of ‘bahay kubo’ (“modest dwelling of the popular classes”) attests to the 

regime’s valorization of folk culture, which was perceived to be ‘timeless, locally rooted, 

and expressive of the authentic indigenous identity, character, and soul of the people’ (62) 

Espiritu further explains the logic of the “melodramatic imaginary” in how the regime 

looked to folk culture as instrument to reveal the ‘true’ self: “If the nation’s colonial history 

had repressed the nation’s true self, then the key to unlocking the national unconscious lay 

in folk culture” (63). For Marcos, this reconnection to this ‘true heritage’ is crucial for 

modernization in preparing the citizens to work toward ‘nation-building and social 

reconstruction’ (64).  

 

The Marcos regime’s utilization of indigenous and ethnic icons to foster acceptance of the 

New Society and to bolster popularity of regime’s presence internationally would become 

strikingly and spectacularly clear with the “Kasaysayan ng Lahi” (History of the Race), a 

mass ceremony which featured several indigenous groups alongside a military exhibition. 

Espirtu (2015, 419-420) analyzes the mass performance in the context of tourism as 

embedded in colonial roots as well as its implication to the portrayal of indigenous identities 
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and contrasts this against indigenous activism of communities from Bontoc and Kalinga. 

Intended to open the Miss Universe Pageant in 1974, the “Kasayasayan ng Lahi” prompted 

the rushed construction of the Folk Arts Theater, “an ultra-modern amphiteater.”  Citing 

Hollinshead, Espirtu mentions that tourism can provide a “performative space” for ‘local 

distinctiveness” where people themselves have the agency to construct places; however, 

struggles on the ground at the sub-national level have been occluded in favor for the 

celebration of folkloric traditions. The cultural infrastructure and ceremony present a “dual 

message” (referencing Kirschenblatt-Gimblett), displaying the triumphs of ‘powerful 

modern statehood’ while evoking the past, as symbolized by the “native performers” in the 

parade who, by their performance, have become marked and perpetually made legible as 

part of a “living and eternal Filipino folklore.” Espiritu probes the parallelism of the touristic 

performance Kasaysayan ng Lahi (1975)—referencing the government-produced film of the 

event—and the opening parade of the St. Louis World’s Fair in 1904, arguing that these two 

performances mobilize the ‘tribal slot’—the simplistic and reductive images of indigenous 

groups to manage them effectively. Presenting an evolutionary history akin to that of the 

ilustrado linear perspective of history (Ileto 1997), Kasaysayan ng Lahi started with 

performance of tribal groups, struggles against colonial powers, post-independence 

difficulty, and culminating into the ‘rebirth’ ushered in by Marcos’ pronouncement of 

Martial Law, displayed through military exhibition. This narrative reinforces Marcos’ 

position as putting into fruition the civilizing mission of American colonizers (421-422). 

This comparison reminds us that tourism events particularly enacted by these indigenous 

groups are rooted in colonial display and are utilized by the nation-state to propel political 

and cultural interests.  

 

As discussed by Richter (1989), the Marcos regime utilized tourism to seek legitimacy in 

the global political scene for the dictator’s declaration of martial law and for continued 

economic relations with other countries. However, the regime overspent funds for tourism, 

accumulating debt at the expense of much needed social services such as land reform and 

benefiting only the regime and its cronies. Writing about the development of dance during 

this period, Matilac (2017, 68) mentions that The Department of Tourism dovetailed the 

proclamation of Martial Law, only eight months later, and was headed by a close friend of 

Imelda.  As part of the regime’s tourism promotion, street dancing for tourism emerged in 

the provinces. Although dancing in the streets, as noted by Villaruz and Tiongson (2017, 

211-213), has been a religious practice, local governments have co-opted the practice and 

transformed it as basis for a large-scale festival primarily aimed toward tourism and 

promotion of local identity or unity (Villaruz and Tiongson 2017, 211, 213). Street dancing 

became more organized and prevalent during the Marcos regime as a tool for the state and 
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central in building a national tourism industry, by recognizing regional diversity and 

generating profit through tourism (Peterson 2016, 157). Performance of ethnic groups’ rites 

and practices for commercial and touristic activities, as in the case of street dancing in civic 

festivals, is a Martial Law legacy that has continued through the years (Matilac 2017, 75). 

Even as the celebration of ethnic groups’ practices continue through cultural events and 

performance, these communities are perpetually displaced from their land (Espiritu 2015, 

424).  

 

Two major festivals which became popular during the Marcos’ period—the Sinulog and Ati-

atihan—have in various ways paved the way for spectacular street dancing parade which 

recreates rituals and indigenous practices. The Sinulog develops an existing religious ritual 

for cultural revival, while the Ati-atihan builds upon an oral lore and corporeal practice of 

an indigenous group the Atis. Both festivals raise questions on the limits and agency of 

performing local identity.  

 

 Sinulog and Ati-atihan as major civic festivals  

Held every January in Kalibo in the Aklan province, Ati-atihan has been promoted as the 

Filipino version of the Mardi Gras as early as the 60s and is considered a precursor to street 

dancing festivals which share some of Ati-atihan’s key features, such as donning extravagant 

costume or having the marching band as accompaniment (Peterson 2016, 157). Although 

seen as a reference for other towns as a ‘model of authenticity’ and claimed by most 

Aklanons as ‘The Mother of All Philippine Festivals’ (Alcedo 2014, 43), over the years the 

festival has been eclipsed by the more extravagant Sinulog and Dinagyang (Peterson 2016, 

134). For this section, I draw from accounts of the Ati-atihan festival from Peterson (2016) 

and Alcedo (2014), where the former approaches the festival through a “phenomenological 

grounded anthropology,” using the concept of the ‘flow state’ by Csiksczentminalyi to trace 

the feeling of euphoria and happiness (132-133), and the latter exploring the agency of the 

ati (indigenous group from which the ati-atihan is based) as festival participants.   

 

Peterson (2016) notes two separate foundational events that underscore the celebration of 

the Ati-atihan: the Barter of Panay, an “ancient mytho-historical past” pertaining to the 

cordial encounter between the Atis (the original settlers) and the Malays (the visitors who 

have come to occupy the land); and the mass conversion of thousands by a Spanish priest 

during the 16th century which led to a spontaneous celebration of people dancing and 

chanting to the Santo Nino. Citing Tiongson, Peterson continues that these two events were 

combined in the 18th century most likely by a local priest (134). These two events inform 

how the festival is celebrated, with participants emulating the Ati’s movement in painting 
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their skin black and dancing the sad-sad beat which is believed to be the Ati’s dance practice. 

The two-step sad-sad, performed with “a step back or to the side, a stationary step and two 

steps forward,”  is considered the festival heartbeat embodied through the Aklanons’ daily 

life and festival dancing that makes one keep on moving and participate in the collective 

dancing (137).  

 

In writing about his experience of working with Atis in Aklan to participate in the Ati-atihan 

dance parade, Alcedo (2014, 41-43) maps out how the Ati-atihan has become a grand 

festival. In the 1960s, Alcedo points out that a concerted effort by the national government 

was in place for local governments to develop “cultural events” in promoting regional and 

international tourism. Then Secretary of Education Alejandro Roces, who was invited to the 

Santo Nino fiesta by then Kalibo Mayor Federico Icamina, suggested that the festival be 

‘modernized’ to generate tourist influx. Prior to the Ati-atihan’s reputation as a tourist 

attraction in the 1970s, it was called the Santo Nino, a smaller festival of locals and visitors, 

which includec dancing after the mass around the town plaza on the third Sunday of 

January—a day assigned for the feast of the Santo Nino. One of Roces’ suggestions is to 

change the festival name to Ati-atihan to widen the scope of the festival beyond its religious 

theme and place the focus to the Atis, considered to be common source of origin or ancestry 

by most ethnolinguistic groups in the country. The Mayor then formed the Ati-atihan 

Tourism Development Committee which established the parade and street-dancing contests, 

where one requirement is for participants to apply black paint on their bodies to resemble 

the Atis. In 1975, then President Ferdinand Marcos and First Lady Imelda Marcos were 

invited by Mayor Icamina to the Ati-atihan festival, who were impressed by the grand event. 

Imelda Marcos would bring ‘tribal groups’ from the Ati-atihan festival to feature “authentic 

culture of Filipinos” to foreign visitors and dignitaries. Alcedo further observes: “The 

‘Imeldification’ of the Ati-atihan continues until today” (43).  

 

To compete against other festivals increasingly becoming more popular, the Kalibo Mayor’s 

Office in the 1980s added a fourth category Balik Ati or ‘A Return to the Atis’ to the street 

dance competition.  Three categories had been formulated in the 1970s when they 

amplified the small festival for tourism: Individual (mostly cross-dressing individuals, most 

often gay men); Modern (participants wearing knee-length dresses with extravagant add-ons 

such as tassels and laces); and Tribal (dancers wear costumes that resemble those from the 

Mari Gras Indians of New Orleans). To highlight Ati’s ancestry and counter modern or 

Western appearance in the parade, Balik Ati category required participants to use what they 

perceive as indigenous clothing, musical instruments, and accessories used by the Ati ethnic 

group (Alcedo 2014, 38).  
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In working together with the Atis for the Ati-atihan festival, Alcedo recounts how the Atis 

had to navigate festival organizers’ expectations of blackness which resided in an imagined 

exotic otherness. Organizers suggested that Atis had to soot their skin black to be darker and 

to use items such as spears or necklace with a skull icon to be more tribal. Citing that they 

are not cannibals nor a warring group, the Atis chose to represent themselves in the Ati-

atihan Festival 2009 according to their own practices and refused some of the costumes, 

even though they might have lost the grand prize since they did not look “indigenous 

enough” and “not dark enough” (54).  

 

The performance of the Atis in the festival was made possible through a transnational 

transaction between the Atis and the diasporic Aklanons in Canada who contributed funds 

to support the Atis’ participation in the festival. This collaboration was coordinated by the 

author Alcedo, an Aklanon who was also based in Canada, and who came to Aklan in 2005 

to research about the Atis and their involvement in the festival. Alcedo would meet Roy 

Mateo, one of the Atis in the community who had recently graduated from Silliman 

University with a Physical Education degree and whose brother had become a choreographer 

for another festival. Roy expressed his intention of gathering Atis to formally join the Ati-

atihan, since after all the festival is named after them. Alcedo—a dance scholar, dancer, and 

choreographer—offered to work together with Roy, a process which would start two years 

later in 2007 and culminating in the festival participation in 2009. This active collaboration 

and creation of their performance involving various Aklanons—from the indigenous group 

in Aklan and the Aklanons in Canada—constitute what the author calls a “transnational 

choreoscape” (after Appadurai’s globalization theory)—which presents an “alternative 

modernity” for the Atis as active participants in asserting and embodying both an Aklanon 

and Filipino identity (54-55).  

 

Sally Ann Ness (1992) gives a detailed discussion on the conceptualization of the Sinulog 

civic parade, which has become a premier tourist attraction and ritual practice. The 

organization and creation of the parade gives us an insight into the participation of various 

social actors in constructing tradition along local and national institutional lines. Instead of 

framing the Sinulog as a singular dance practice, Ness instead categorizes the Sinulog into 

three choreography variants—the tindera sinulog, the troupe Sinulog, and civic parade—

and argued how the Sinulog festival revival in the 1980s showed how communities negotiate 

the disappearing local culture vis-à-vis the rapid changes in the neocolonial and postmodern 

urban life of the city through the “choreographic phenomena” of the Sinulog (232).  
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Ness writes that Sinulog civic parade was developed to promote Cebu City’s reputation 

during a heightened political and economic instability in the period after the Martial Law 

declaration in 1972: “The dances were transformed from ossified rituals into an engaging, 

immensely popular public culture” (227). In Chapter Five of Body, Movement, and Culture, 

Ness traces the development of the parade Sinulog. In 1980, Sinulog sa Sugbo started with 

the joint sponsorship of the Central Visayas office of the national Ministry of Youth and 

Sports Development (MYSD) and the Cofradia del Santo Nino, with the primary objective 

of celebrating and displaying ‘Cebuano identity’ by reviving an old, fading sinulog ritual. 

Focusing on what is perceived as Cebuano’s unique brand of practice which sets it apart 

from other localities in the country, the MYSD worked with college Physical Education 

teachers to accurately revive the traditional sinulog dance practice by drawing from both the 

existing tindera and sinulog troupe dances. However, the author’s interview with the MYSD 

chief reveals more details about the reason for reviving an old tradition: the director sees not 

only potential for cultural development of the ritual which is comparable to the Ati-atihan, 

but that it could also be utilized as a diversionary cultural activity for students to keep them 

away from anti-government movements during the politically unstable Marcos’ regime. 

Concealing the diversionary purpose of the revival, the MYSD chief –although not a native 

of Cebu City—reinforced Marcos’ rhetoric of countering against the so-called threats of 

“global and national homogenization” by celebrating the city’s distinct culture and history. 

Although not overtly political, the cultural revival was driven by political reasons—to 

strengthen political stability in the national sense and improve the city’s image (185-186).  

 

With their background of Philippine folk dance methods largely influenced by dance 

ethnographer Francisca Reyes Aquino, most teachers working with the MYSD reinterpreted 

and fused the tindera form and the theatrical form into a new version to what would become 

the first parade Sinulog form: “The movement behaviors extracted from the descriptive 

learning process of the dance instructors thus symbolized not only the Sinulog tradition, but 

also Filipino folk dance tradition and its ethnographic methods, as well as the new 

performance context” (188). The choreographers retained certain identifiable forms from the 

tindera practice (such as the forward-backward steps) although not completely imitative of 

these existing traditions (as in the case of the candle, which now served as “movement 

marker” instead of its previous ritual function as mediating between the dancer and the Sto. 

Nino). From the theatrical Sinulog, choreographers used props such as swords and shield as 

well as the drum rhythm for the accompaniment. Reviving the ritual practice and its 

corresponding religious context would be impossible because the parade dance form was 

created by choreographers and students working together with a government agency and 

with various reasons for performance, not only for religious or spiritual reasons. Authenticity 
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itself was constructed through the symbols from the existing dance practices, with “careful 

reference to traditional source material by the city’s most well-trained in-house authorities” 

(190). Ness calls the Sinulog parade as “the first authenticated forms of the tradition, the 

first to be assessed with regard to agreed-upon standards of validity” (182). With this, 

although dance instructors added complexity to the Sinulog practice with their keen 

reinterpretation of tradition, they also became “new authorities of the Sinulog tradition.” 

This practice of ‘authenticating tradition’ by experts, most often with folk dance background, 

is seen in the institutionalization of Sandurot Festival dance with its prescribed fundamental 

steps that are approved and authenticated as tradition and would become basis to create 

choreography for the street dance and showdown.  

 

From 1981 to 1985, the Sinulog festival parade would grow from religious revival into a 

wide-scale event, focusing not only on the religious aspect but also displaying Cebuano 

culture. The festival—which shifted organization from the MYSD to the Cebu City Mayor’s 

office in 1981—followed the ‘old-fashioned carnival’ model in featuring various events such 

as trade fair, film festival, and disco night. Questions about authenticity and 

commercialization would inform organization of the festival, particularly when a contest 

was organized among parade contingents in 1981 which aimed to celebrate Cebuano unity. 

Despite initial resistance against the contest, the festival upheld “authentication,” festival 

integrity, and originality through its establishment of “Parade Guidelines” (193). In 1982, 

the Sinulog would gain prominence bringing national figures such as Imelda Marcos into 

the list of Honorary Chairpersons. Aside from government support, the program also gained 

corporate sponsorship from various companies like Air France and City Savings Bank, 

which would eventually become the Sinulog Foundation. Whereas the 1983 Sinulog dance 

parade accommodated commercial interests by allowing a more Mardi Gras approach with 

dance contingents referencing Western popular culture icons, the 1984 Sinulog reverted to 

“original standards of historical and cultural accuracy” as basis for the program. During this 

time, the Sinulog was increasingly embraced by the public as a celebration of a unique and 

distinct Cebuano identity and not imitative of other festivals, most especially from the “rival” 

Ati-atihan in terms of reputation as a tourist spot (196).  

 

Ness (1992) reveals the complexity that belies this straightforward celebration of a distinct 

Cebuano culture as isolated and pure (197). Her interviews with choreographers reveal the 

mechanisms at work in creating and performing the Sinulog dance form, which is anything 

but a purely Cebuano dance practice. She argues: “The ideal ‘Cebuano’ identity asserted in 

the parade was in fact created by a diverse collection of participants, among them people 

like Misud, who made no claim to being ‘pure’ natives or even permanent locals” (209). 
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Choreographers negotiate between keeping the traditional Sinulog dance vocabulary while 

bringing their own individual and creative interpretation including external cultural 

influences, as in the case of Misud (a Muslim choreographer) who introduced Manobo steps 

in exuding a more so-called authentic performance.  

 

The Sinulog ’85, for Ness was the culmination of previous experiences in organizing the 

festival, which became an enormous success as perceived by spectators and participants.  

The successful organization of the sinulog achieved various interests for “political, religious, 

and economic fractions alike.” The parade Sinulog, as observed by Ness functioned “as a 

kind of cross talk, a symbolic interface” that catered to local, national, individual, and 

commercial interests. For instance, the Sinulog affirms and celebrates a Cebuano identity—

affirming “uniqueness, connection to antiquity, and authenticity”—while also maintaining 

national connection with its chosen theme for the parade contingents as ‘a national prayer 

for peace’ (198). In the same way, as Peterson (2016, 140) has noted, like the Sinulog, the 

Ati-atihan seems to conflate devotion for the Santo Nino, celebration of local identity, and 

expression of national identity.  

 

Ness (1992) argues that the choreographic form of the parade sinulog –which is an 

authenticated dance form built on traditional dance practice necessitating the approval of 

experts regarding its authenticity—is a deliberate reinvention of tradition driven by 

institutional and individual interests to prove that the Cebuanos ‘have culture.’ Beyond 

merely catering to tourists, the festival reclaims, rediscovers, reinvents authenticity and 

tradition, to “reenter the past...to reclaim its unique integrity for contemporary purposes” 

(182).  

 

Both the beginnings of the Ati-atihan and Sinulog show how these major festivals have been 

initiated and supported by local and national government officials for political interests. As 

mentioned by Villaruz (2006) and Peterson (2016), street dancing festivals can become 

pawns for political and commercial ends, but they also provide opportunities for creation 

where social actors express their local identity. The struggle and negotiation toward a local 

identity, which is marked with contestation and collaboration, continues after all to underpin 

the creation of civic festivals. The local identity that is championed, embodied, and sold 

through the civic festival is a contentious process as seen in the creation of the parade 

Sinulog and the expression of cultural identity by Ati-atihan participants. These acts of 

belonging engender claims and assertions on how the local is lived and experienced.  
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 Culture and Tourism 9 

The popularity of Sinulog and the Ati-atihan reveals how culture and tourism policies and 

objectives are closely intertwined in these performance practices. Noting the discourse 

surrounding festivals as heard from speeches of local government and tourism officials, 

Peterson (2016, 168-169) observes that local culture is positioned as the center for personal 

and regional identity and simultaneously as the core of national and international tourism 

strategy. For political officials, particularly those in far-flung areas, festivals then become a 

quick solution to poverty instead of formulating sustainable solutions to address these social 

ills. Peterson, citing Richter’s analysis on Marcos’ tourism policy, traces this perspective of 

connecting tourism as a solution for poverty to Marcos’ presidency. Peterson quotes Arcega 

who praised Imelda Marcos as possessing the prescience to link the arts and the economy 

during her time as the First Lady.  

 

The imbrication of culture and tourism polices can be said to be a Marcosian legacy despite 

the attempts to institute reforms to democratize these programs. Writing about her 

experience as part of the policy planning, Doreen Fernandez (1988) recalls from her 

experience, the union of “mass culture” (in contrast to ‘elite’ and ‘feudal’ culture) and 

“government policy” in the Aquino government. After the Marcos’ dictatorship, culture and 

tourism policies were revamped for a more coherent and democratic approach, compared to 

the patronage-driven and fragmented policies of the Marcos regime which were weaponized 

for personal and political interests of the first family and their cronies. The National 

 
9 Although Peterson mentions “creative industries” as the recent discourse through which to gauge 
the value of festivals, I believe that the policy of creative industries and economy is still at its nascent 
stage and not yet fully in effect. Based on the Cultural Policy Profile (Alvina et. al, 2020), creative 
industries is defined as “craft production in cultural communities” based on how the phrased is used 
in the Jodhpur Initiatives of 2005 as generating income and profit (31). In “A Policy Brief on the 
Creative Industries,” Mercado and Tolentino (2018) refer to the definition of creative economy 
broadly as ‘sectors (of the country’s economy) which specialize the use of talent for commercial 
purposes’ (1). Tracing the institutional efforts done toward creative economy, the authors recommend 
making creativity as “national priority” building up to the creation of a creative economy agency to 
tap the economic advantages of creativity. However, there seems to be an overlap with the agencies 
involved in creative economy. In the International Conference on Cultural Statistics and Creative 
Economy held on October 14 to 15 in 2019, organizers highlight the importance of local culture to 
national development by equipping cultural workers and local officials the means to document and 
quantify aspects and elements of local culture while referring to the potential of creative economy for 
the country (Saavedra 2019; Sino-Cruz 2019). In an article, Mercado (2018) admits that Creative 
Economy should be facilitated by the DTI instead of cultural agencies to focus on production of 
creative products that need not be tied to cultural identity. As to the plans for establishing a creative 
economy agency, in 2019, the Creative Economy Council of the Philippines (CECP) submitted to the 
Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) and the Board of Investments (BOI) the Creative Economy 
Roadmap toward implementation of policies. The next step would be to form a technical working 
group comprised of departments on tourism, trade, and education (Creative Economy Roadmap…, 
2019). However, the Cultural Policy Profile (Alvina et. al 2020) noted the waning of “public interest 
in the creative industries discourse ”; however the interest on the importance of the creative sector  
continues through education institutions (32).  
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Commission for Culture and the Arts (NCCA), which was formed in 1987 through Republic 

Act No. 7536, came about through various artists who formed an alliance to assist the 

Corazon Aquino administration to implement a coherent and democratic culture and arts 

policy. From their proposal, the Presidential Commission for Culture and the Arts was 

organized, which would later be reorganized to become the NCCA. The group met for a 

series of consultations and policy workshops, where they outlined the principal 

recommendations for cultural policy to focus on the following: decentralization through 

participation of local government and other sectors to create culture and tourism programs; 

protection of cultural rights in preserving traditions and cultural properties; and cultural 

research that is ethical and beneficial for the people. Artists aimed to institute genuine policy 

action toward preservation and development of national culture, contrary to the focus on 

Western and so-called high culture and the use of native culture for touristic display such as 

the Kasaysayan ng Lahi which had been the case in the previous Marcos’ regime.  

 

With reference to the country’s Cultural Policy profile (Alvina et. al 2020), the focus on 

decentralization and democratization is seen in the hierarchical organization of the NCCA. 

Tasked with managing, implementing, and funding culture and arts programs, policies, and 

activities in the country toward preservation and promotion of Filipino culture, the NCCA 

takes the following cultural agencies under its wing: Cultural Center of the Philippines, 

National Historical Commission of the Philippines, the National Museum of the Philippines, 

The National Library of the Philippines, the National Archive of the Philippines, and the 

Komisyon sa Wikang Filipino (Commission on the Filipno Language). Aside from these six 

cultural agencies, the NCCA is composed of four sub-commissions for the following: Arts, 

Cultural Heritage, Cultural Communities and Traditional Arts, and Cultural Dissemination. 

The 15-member Board of Commissioners which head the Commission is composed of the 

following: two representatives from legislation, six chairs of the cultural agencies and four 

from the sub-commissions, one representative each from the Department of Education and 

Department of Tourism respectively, and the NCCA Executive Director.  

 

Based on Dela Santa’s (2010) features an analysis of tourism policies from 1972-2009, 

Aquino’s government reformed tourism to become an “instrument of social policy” as 

reflected in the 1987-1992 Medium Term Philippine Development Plan, gathering lessons 

from previous tourism policies of the Marcos administration and from the international 

discussion regarding sustainability of tourism. With the aim to prioritize the interests and 

welfare of Filipinos in tourism development, the policy aimed toward conservation and 

preservation of heritage, strengthening of national unity, utilization of indigenous resources, 

protection of environment and ecological balance, implementation, and coordination of 
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functions by a strong government organization to prioritize the tourism industry. In 1988, 

with the support of WTO and UNDP, the government formulated the 20-year Tourism 

Master Plan (TMP).” With a strong emphasis on “equity and sustainability,” the TMP 

indicates an emphasis of social and environmental concerns instead of tourism’s commercial 

benefits. Within this context, ecotourism became popular among government and civil 

society as a form of tourism that is sustainable and community-driven, which focuses on 

management and protection of cultural and natural heritage to enrich host communities and 

offer pleasant experience to visitors   

 

A few years later, The Tourism Act of 2009 (or the Republic Act No. 9593) was signed by 

then President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo to fortify tourism as a vital industry to national 

growth, fostering both socio-economic advancement and sense of national pride. Article 1, 

Section 2 stipulates tourism’s two-pronged function as “engine of socio-economic growth 

and cultural affirmation” and the National Cultural Heritage Act of 2009 (Article 5, Sections 

15 & 16) specifies various agencies including the Tourism Department in promoting 

“traditional and contemporary arts and crafts” for income sources and cultural identity. 

Consistent with these national policies, Dumaguete City’s Tourism, Arts, and Heritage Code 

(Ordinance No. 46 Series of 2019) aligns cultural programs and activities such as the 

Sandurot Festival to national interest, promoting culture and arts to spur economic growth 

and cultural appreciation. The Code also unified three previously named councils on tourism, 

arts and culture, and heritage into an umbrella organization called the Hugkat Commission, 

which is tasked to monitor and support culture and arts policies and projects.   

 

Two handbooks intended for LGUs—The Tourism Guidebook (2017) and The Cultural 

Mapping Toolkit (2019—show LGUs’ crucial role in planning and implementing projects 

for culture and tourism that advance cultural and economic goals of the nation and the 

locality.   

 

Produced through collaborations of various national agencies sch as the Department of 

Tourism, Department of Interior and Local Government, and the Department of 

Environment and Natural Resources, the Tourism Guidebook for Local Government Units 

is jointly supported by the Government of Canada through the Local Governance Support 

Program for Local Economic Development (LGSP-LED) project and the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP) through the Biodiversity Partnership Project (BPP) and the 

Center for Governance of the Development Academy of the Philippines. The Tourism 

Guidebook seeks to equip LGUs to be more efficient in tourism management by providing 

discussions of concepts and methods, worksheets, and supplemental readings for the LGU 
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to formulate their Local Tourism Development Plan.  With its well-designed format, the 

guide walks readers through different concepts and strategies on how to sell their locality 

more effectively and ethically, with a few notes to remind tourism planners about the welfare 

of women and children as well as the protection of cultural heritage. For instance, a section 

in the Guidebook (8-13) outlines practical “marketing” strategies on how to transform the 

LGU into a “destination brand” through an image or phrase, or a combination, which 

captures the ‘essence’ of the product that makes the locality unique and distinct. Some 

examples would include Vigan’s Old World City and Banaue’s Stairway to the Sky. 

Discussion on ‘destination branding’ is significant in planning for the festival since the 

dances, costumes, and props need to align and be consistent with the LGU’s brand. 

Regarding fiestas or festivals, the Guidebook reminds organizers that they should be based 

on “cultural research and be true to the genuine cultural features of the area” and not devised 

solely as for marketing the LGU (8-6).  

 

Equipping LGUs to conduct cultural research toward heritage management is the main 

objective of the Cultural Mapping Toolkit of the National Commission for Culture and Arts. 

Seeking to capacitate LGUs to be able to manage and protect their cultural heritage through 

research methodologies and strategies, the Cultural Mapping Toolkit (2019) assists LGUs to 

craft their Local Culture Profile, which could be the basis for responsible and sustainable 

tourism as well as policies for cultural preservation. Cultural heritage is defined as any 

cultural property—a product of creative work, either tangible or intangible—that has cultural 

significance and value “by which a people and the nation reveal their identity” (3). Cultural 

mapping is consistent with the National Cultural Heritage Act of 2009 which sees “cultural 

preservation as a strategy for maintaining Filipino identity” by strengthening cultural 

institutions and professionally equipping cultural workers for “professional development” 

(Section 2 b and c respectively). Above all as mentioned in Section 2a, the law aims to 

“protect, preserve, conserve and promote the nation’s cultural heritage, its property and 

histories, and the ethnicity of local communities.” Furthermore, the law seeks to preserve 

heritage in harmony with the present “modern society” to benefit and inspire current and 

future generations. This reveals a preoccupation of the ‘past,’ which needs to be protected 

and preserved as instrument to further promote national identity and progress, not only for 

cultural, but also “social, economic, and political development” (ix).  

 

Cultural mapping activities in Dumaguete also provided a mechanism and methodology to 

make changes to the Sandurot Festival and set it apart from the shadows of major festivals 

like the Sinulog and the Ati-atihan. Planning for the Sandurot Festival in the recent years 

with Jackie Antonio as tourism officer was done in the context of cultural mapping to be 
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able to craft a festival that celebrates ‘what is truly Dumaguete.’ The cultural mapping 

seminar-training organized by Dumaguete City last February 25-29, 2020, highlights the 

coordination of local and national agencies in planning for culture and tourism programs. 

Organized by the Tourism Office through the support of the National Commission for 

Culture and the Arts, the event gathered artists, cultural workers, professors, government 

officials for a seminar-training on how to map the local cultural and natural heritage with 

the use of appropriate and ethical research tools, method, and fieldwork protocols. The event 

reflects the current city administration’s priority in “painstaking documentation and 

preservation” of heritage to promote tourism for Dumaguete City to become a “prime 

heritage destination in this part of the country” (Dumaguete’s Cultural Mapping Project 

launched, 2020).  

 

Policies on culture and tourism including guidebooks that assist LGUs as well as activities 

and programs show how certain practices, buildings, monument, and even personalities 

become valuable as basis for the locality to have a distinct and unique local identity, which 

not only further affirms nationhood but also provide opportunities for economic growth. 

Criticism has been made about how culture becomes commodity, as seen with how the 

National Tourism Act of 2009 commercializes culture as a product to be consumed by 

tourists. The ‘culture of tourism,’ which the law propagates, alienates people from their 

practice (such as community gatherings and rituals), reorienting their perspective through 

the lens of profit to survive and avoid the risk of displacement (Po, 2009). Looking at the 

practical marketing strategies of the Tourism Guidebook and even value of the Local 

Cultural Profile from Cultural Mapping toward tourism, one observes how social actors of 

LGUs become entrepreneurs marketing their town in competition with other localities. They 

look inwardly, into their own communities and into their own memories and practices, to 

map out their cultural resources and utilize them as selling point for tourism programs such 

as festivals.  

 

However, cultural mapping also provides an opportunity for social actors to shape the city 

as a collective space based on shared aspirations and ideals for the city. Anthropologist 

Enrique Oracion (2020), who was one of the speakers of the cultural mapping seminar, 

writes about the significance of cultural mapping in preserving heritage for the future 

generation amidst the fast-paced development, such as the changing composition of the 

population as well as the threat of climate change. With a cultural map, the city will be able 

to “[balance] cultural and economic growth” as well as strengthen the people’s “sense of 

place.”  
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For Jackie Antonio, reflecting about how she sees Dumaguete, this sense of place is felt as 

a ‘vibe’ and a ‘feeling of warmth’ that visitors talk about as the reason they keep returning 

to Dumaguete, a feeling she believes is generated by the “creatives” such as the musicians, 

visual artists, and dancers in Dumaguete. She believes that cultural mapping would become 

the basis to create laws and policies that preserve what is “important” and “dear” to 

Dumaguete.  

 

I started this chapter with a conversation that I had with Jackie, and we go back to her office 

as I try to make sense about how various policies of governance, culture, and tourism have 

placed us at that very moment—in dialogue about our city through the festival. She confides 

that “she is all for progress” and is quick to add: “but we have to be very careful about how 

we want to change.” At the time of our conversation, the city’s planned reclamation project 

of building a ‘smart island’ opposite the coast of Dumaguete had not yet been revealed. Still, 

construction was underway for the extension of the Rizal Boulevard called the Pantawan III 

to further ‘beautify’ the city’s show-window and reportedly to protect the communities from 

harsh and enormous waves. “Progress has to be selective.” Despite the seeming contrast of 

her yearning in preserving what is valuable about Dumaguete and the transformation 

happening in the city that potentially endangers this ‘feeling,’ Jackie is hopeful. She still 

feels she has a “voice” a “small influence…” to steer the city to a right path.   

 

SUMMARY  

The ways through which the local is framed simultaneously as a concrete territorial unit and 

as cultural resource tied to abstract notions of the rural and the folk shape the context through 

which social actors gather to perform local identity, informing the purpose and manner dance 

events and ceremonies in the civic festival are planned, managed, and performed. As a 

specific territory, the locality is site to organize the festival, where local political elites 

continue to influence culture and tourism programs. However, decentralization has resulted 

in more participation and collaboration of various stakeholders. Following the elite liberal 

discourse which transforms the local as cultural resource for the nation, the local as source 

of authenticity and national patrimony precludes political and social realities of the locality 

to forward a shared cultural identity. Philippine folk dance, folkloric dance, and street 

dancing in festivals emerge from the intersection of culture and tourism policies that localize 

the nation in the struggle over modernity—to articulate the progress of the nation with its 

‘spirit’ rooted in the so-called untainted past and the remote mountain villages. While the 

imbrication of culture and tourism policies draws criticisms regarding the commercialization 

of culture, these also provide opportunities for social actors to express their own identities 

and desires for the locality, as with the Sinulog and the Ati-atihan festival participants. The 
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next chapter explains in further detail the locality of Dumaguete City with how social actors 

conceptualize the Sandurot Festival to perform local identity, in their playful reinvention of 

the folk and the past through mugna, in light of these conversations about history and future 

aspirations for the city.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
EMBODYING THE CITYTHROUGH THE SANDUROT FESTIVAL 

 
 
A Conversation with Ian about Creating the Sandurot Festival  

 

I meet my colleague and friend Ian Casocot at a coffee shop, a few weeks after business 

establishments have cautiously opened to limited capacity after the lockdown. A renowned 

and an award-winning writer, Ian has brought accolades to Silliman and Dumaguete. As a 

student, I often wondered what it would be like to talk to him. Eventually, we would be 

colleagues at the English and Literature Department and worked together to organize 

creative writing and literature events. Aside from this, Ian has been active with heritage and 

cultural work in Dumaguete City, organizing many cultural events and writing the script for 

the Paghimamat Ceremony of the Sandurot Festival. Comparing the Sandurot to other 

festivals in the country which had to base their touristic celebration on natural sites or 

historic events, Ian reflects about the work of organizers who started the Sandurot: “We 

[needed] to create a story [since we did not have any natural sites] … We needed to create 

a story from that gentility [referring to Dumaguete City’s moniker The City of Gentle 

People]. So it’s about the people… How we are gentle to each other, and that I think led to 

an examination of the history… The gentle people narrative became [the basis for the 

Sandurot story of being] welcoming to all other kinds of people…” Although most festivals 

would connect to a precolonial practice, a “dream,” Ian adds, “for an identity free from 

any colonializing influence,” he observes that Sandurot is “weird” since it took note of the 

city’s colonial and foreign influences—such as the Spanish, American, and Chinese—that 

became part of the “fabric of Dumaguete life.” Our conversation at the coffee shop is typical 

of the hearty exchange we would usually have as colleagues talking about life and work. Ian 

shares his dream of seeing Dumaguete as a UNESCO Creative City and confides the many 

quiet and voluntary work he has done for the city. He tells me about his realization over the 

pandemic: “Right now I’m …trying to define what my purpose is…[and] cultural work—

this is where I’m happy” (Appendix Interviews– 3).  

 

This chapter explores the production of Dumaguete City, framed as a specific place, a local 

government unit but also a city imagined and conceived as a collective space with a shared 

but contested history, cultural memory, and present and future directions. For this chapter, I 

focus on the contesting notions of city space, which constitute the setting of the Sandurot 

Festival performance events. Dumaguete City as a product of social practice—such as the 

physical organization of space, the urban design for the future, and the dances and stories 

about the city—is carried out by social actors and inhabitants of Dumaguete motivated by 
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their own claim about the city life as well as shaped by policies and ideologies on how to 

think about and create the city. I will first discuss Dumaguete City as a local government 

unit vis-à-vis the discourse about Dumaguete as “City of Gentle People,” briefly followed 

by a short overview of the Sandurot Festival and its three dominant and interrelated themes 

that seek to capture Dumaguete history and identity: Fellowship and Cultural Confluence; 

Daguit; and Pulang Yuta. I will discuss how each of these themes relate to social actors’ 

aspirations for the city, their specific historical references, as well as how these themes are 

shaped by nation-building and city-making processes.  

 

In Chapter One, we followed how performance of local identity involves an iteration of folk 

forms in line with nationalism characterized as romantic, cultural, and civic that emerged 

during the filipinism movement in the American colonial period which utilized cultural 

practices from the countryside and the rural as bearer of national identity in contrast to 

Westernized and urban cultural forms (Mojares 2006a; Mojares 2006b; Castro 2011). 

National identity is localized through cultural practices—collected from the country’s 

fringes and remote areas outside the metropolitan center Manila by national elites (often in 

collaboration with local resource persons and informants) — which then constitute the ‘folk’ 

or the ‘tradition’ in need of preservation. In this postcolonial context, the folk is uprooted 

from material conditions and is valued for its difference from the ‘modern, ‘the urban,’ and 

the ‘foreign’ (Castro 2011). Influenced by elite liberal tradition of celebrating a primordial 

national identity that privileges precolonial and ancient origins (Mojares 2006a; Ileto 1997; 

Gonzalves 2010), the valorization of folk culture was utilized by the Marcos regime to 

recuperate the Filipino subject from their colonial condition while also reinforcing state 

authority (Espiritu 2017). This localization of national identity continues the discourse on 

an abstracted local identity where the ‘local’ is not distinct from nation but is seen as another 

word for ‘native’ who is enfolded into national narrative. Such privileging of national unity 

occludes ‘postcolonial fissures’ such as imbalance of power structures and material 

conditions of the locality (Claudio 2013).  

  

As Southeast Asian cities become sites of global competitiveness, combining cultural and 

economic activity, social actors tap local identity to create distinct and unique city space also 

in line with postcolonial national ideals and values (Yeoh 2015). Chapter Two then further 

explores how the city's social actors from across different sectors work collaboratively along 

culture and tourism policies, creating narratives and embodied practices to produce city 

space, which means engagement with the ‘folk’ and the ‘traditional’ according to tenets of 

cultural nationalism, preserving and performing local practices for national cohesion and 

economic growth. However, since social actors bring with them their own aspirations and 
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ideas about city life in performing local identity through the festival, social actors reinterpret  

the ‘folk’ in the interpretation of historical accounts and oral lore, as well as in the creation 

of embodied practices, often playfully through a process of fun, creative, contesting process 

of collaboration, or mugna,  which I argue is a potent site to explore the struggles of 

modernity in creating and configuring nodes of belonging.  

 

I approach the performance of local identity through Diana Taylor’s paradigm of the 

scenario, with the festival as scenario of rediscovery, where social actors are engaged in the 

process of innovation and reinvention of the ‘folk’ and the creation of the local to produce 

formations of belonging to the city space. By accessing the festival through the entry points 

of the paradigm—space, corporeal practice, and subjectivity—I am to approach identity 

beyond difference, following Grossberg (2011), to conceive of identity through spatiality, 

beyond resistance and transgression against colonial forms or state power. By looking at the 

production of space, Dumaguete, through the performance of local identity, I aim to 

investigate possible transformative policies in collaborative and creative acts of place-

making: "If subjectivity constitutes 'homes' or places of attachment, temporary addresses for 

people, agency constitutes strategic installations; these are the specific places and space that 

define particular forms of agency and empower particular populations” (Grossberg 2011, 

13).  

 

Situating Dumaguete  

Dumaguete City is the capital of Negros Oriental, the eastern half of Negros island 

surrounded by islands of Cebu, Siquijor, and Bohol – the four provincial units forming the 

country’s Region VII. Known as gateway to these nearby islands as well as to northern 

Mindanao, Dumaguete as coastal city is seen as an “entrepot,” of people, products, and 

services moving in and out across the islands (International Labour Organization 2010). 

Situating Dumaguete not only involves pointing its physical location, but also exploring how 

the space becomes concrete and tangible—a product of social practice (Lefebvre 1991) — 

specifically through “representational space” pertaining to narratives and embodied 

practices that imagine space.  
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In Cebuano, the word space means kawanangan, which connotes emptiness and a vast 

expanse; if I were to add, almost equivalent to the abyss or an overwhelming stretch of night 

sky. Thus, space in the Cebuano context—explains Mojares (2012, 177) — is “ego-oriented” 

or else it becomes empty. The self organizes their “palibut” (surroundings) and “kalibutan” 

(the world) – which circumscribe and surround the self—from an “interior place” or buot, 

the person’s own will. Exploring the space of Dumaguete entails looking at how various 

people’s aspirations, desires, and will (or buot)—entangled in greater social and cultural 

dimensions (Bunnel, Goh, and Ng 2019)—organize and produce the space of Dumaguete. 

These aspirations are implicated in the relationalities that create space (Massey 2004), acts 

of worlding practices where social actors make experiments and interventions vis-à-vis the 

flows of urban ideals and models across the world (Roy and Ong 2011). 

 

Writing about Southeast Asian cities where old buildings are preserved and cultural events 

are staged, Yeoh (2005) discusses how locality is tapped for global competitiveness. 

However, the signifier ‘local’ is not cast in binary opposition to the ‘global,’ where the 

former is seen as a contained entity, but rather producing city space through building of 

infrastructure and hosting of cultural events is a “fraught” process—as mentioned by Yeoh—

involving the desire to be global and to reconnect to a past and certain cultural values in-line 

https://thekatzpajamas.wordpress.com/2013/03/04/dumaguete
-jan-2013/ 

Figure 1 Map of the Philippines  Figure 2 Focused map of Negros Oriental 
and surrounding islands 
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with postcolonial sensibilities (951). This struggle over modernity—as I see it in the way 

social actors organize nodes of belonging — entails a process, according to Yeoh, of 

exclusion on what is forgotten and of inclusion on what is remembered and celebrated (952). 

Mojares’ (2012, 179) explication of city as an “aggregate, a collection of institutions that are 

not always congruent” is significant in this regard when we conceptualize the city as a 

formation of various contesting claims. Based on the Cebuano word for city, “dakbayan” 

which is a compounding of the words “dakung bayan” meaning ‘big town,’ “dakbayan” 

connotes an enlargement of a space in scale, an aggregation of various elements. City-

making thus, the creation of space, involves the aggregate and not congruent wills and 

aspirations of various people—selecting, creating, and disseminating narratives, images, 

corporeal practices through which the space becomes a product that is imagined, lived, and 

embodied. For Dumaguete, discussions about the identity and future about the city revolves 

around the polarities of imagining it as a “gentle” city or envisioning it as ‘big, urbanized’ 

city.  

 

Central to Dumaguete’s character is the moniker “The City of Gentle People,” which figures 

heavily in the imagination and discourse not only about city inhabitants but the felt 

experience of city space. The phrase is used by residents themselves and visitors to capture 

the people’s warmth and hospitality, the city’s relatively stable peace and order situation and 

low criminality (although high profile killings have put this into question in the recent years), 

or by visitors and residents themselves in describing the relaxed and laidback10 way of life 

in Dumaguete (International Labour Organization 2013, 2; Aldecoa-Rodriguez 2001, 82). 

Following discussions about Dumaguete, I draw from a series of blog posts by Ian Casocot 

who is a key social actor in promoting and mobilizing discourses about the city’s identity.  

 

Ian Casocot, in a blog post “The Origins of ‘Gentle People’” (2017a) and in my conversation 

with him last September 5, 2020 (Appendix Interviews – 3), gives three possible sources 

where the ‘gentle people’ narrative has originated, adding that the moniker is most likely a 

recent concoction but is thought to be something old. One, it is popularly attributed to the 

national hero Jose Rizal, who spent a day in Dumaguete after being exiled in Dapitan and 

whose diary entry about Dumaguete is inscribed on the plaque at the Jose Rizal monument 

at the Manuel L. Quezon Park. Although his account does not mention the word “gentle,” 

Ian observes that his description of the neighbourhood, hearing music from one of the houses 

 
10 A Google search of “laidback Dumaguete” turned up a list of travel blogs and advertisements. The 
first in the list as of June 15, 2022 is one from https://entripadvisor.com.hk where a sentence reads 
that the city is known for its “laidback lifestyle.”   
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and seeing houses decorated with plants and flowers would be the closest to the ‘gentle 

people’ narrative. Thus, tracing Dumaguete’s sobriquet to Rizal’s account is seen by 

Dumaguete-based historian Valentino Sitoy Jr. as “Rizalian lore.” Another source for the 

popular tag is from the account of the town’s parish priest in the late 19th century, Father 

Mariano Bernad, based on church historian Father Roman Sagun’s research. Bernad had 

praised the people’s so-called “gentleness” and “affectionate” manner which he believed is 

a result of the Spanish priests’ nurturing (Sagun 2018, 21). Another theory goes, however, 

based on Ian’s correspondence with a Dumaguete artist and cultural worker, that it was a 

radio DJ in the 1960s who popularized the moniker. None of the two previously well-known 

sources (Rizal and the parish priest) explicitly refer to the way the “gentle people” narrative 

is used now, associated with the kindness and friendliness of inhabitants as well as the 

laidback and peaceful quality of life in the city.  

 

However, describing the city as ‘gentle’ creates friction against the yearning to make the city 

global and urban. Based on income classification as stipulated in the Local Government 

Code of the Philippines of 1991(RA 7160, Book 3, Title 3, Chapter 1, Sections 448-451) 

(“Local Government Code of the Philippines” n.d., 201-202), Dumaguete is categorized as 

third-class component city because of two other factors—population and land size—which 

determine the amount of income the city generates. Despite this, Dumaguete—with the 

Mayor and its officials at the helm—aims to become a first class and highly urbanized city 

through their planned reclamation project in partnership with a private investor which aims 

to extend Dumaguete’s land area by building a 174-hectare island, called the Smart City, 

right in front of Dumaguete’s shoreline (Lupad Dumaguete, 2021). Critics however point 

out it would bring irreparable damage, such as destroying city’s marine ecosystem, 

displacing communities, and making the city more vulnerable to flooding and liquefication 

(“Silliman scientists…” 2021).  

 

Because of the planned reclamation project11, questions about Dumaguete’s character have 

intensified. Ian Casocot, who is employed at the Dumaguete Tourism Office as social media 

 
11 According to a news report on September 11, 2021, the mayor has deferred the project, writing a 
letter to the city council expressing his intent of not pursuing the Memorandum of Understanding 
with the construction firm. The project has drawn fierce opposition and protest which also prompted 
the Negros Oriental provincial board to pass an ordinance to declare sites across the province 
including villages in Dumaguete as Marine Protected Areas that prohibits any reclamation project. 
The Mayor’s letter, however, still mentions pursuing the necessary permits for the Smart City ‘at the 
proper time’ (Cabristante 2011). On the one hand, although the Governor vetoed the ordinance on 
Marine Protected Areas from the provincial board, the  board members unanimously voted to 
override the veto thereby blocking Dumaguete’s reclamation project, as reported on September 30, 
2021 (Brier and Cabristante 2021). 
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manager and who has been working with the city government for culture and arts projects, 

confronts the issue by utilizing his own personal social media presence to register his 

opposition against the project but at the same time attempting to grapple with the city’s 

direction. In a series of blog posts in July 2021, Casocot expresses his thoughts on the 

reclamation project while also tracing the history of public work projects in Dumaguete as 

well as referencing the construction of known urban development projects across the world.  

 

Recalling his support for the mayor’s initiatives in bolstering culture and heritage as integral 

to the city’s development as “truly world-class,” Casocot (2021c) is saddened by the mayor’s 

decision because—except for the reclamation project— he “[believes] in his dreams for the 

city.” He felt that the administration’s previously outlined projects, such as turning the 

downtown area to be a walkable park, were in line with his dream of Dumaguete becoming 

a “city of the future” that departed from the ‘messy’ or chaotic urbanization of Manila or 

Cebu.  Asking the question, “who makes the city, and determines how it must be shaped?,” 

Casocot believes the answer to be the “people” or more precisely “a properly consulted 

population.” However, even more precisely, the people who get to shape the city are those 

from Dumaguete (both born and raised or those who have chosen to stay in Dumaguete and 

call it their home) in contrast to the langyaw or the foreign.  

 

Writing for an online news web page, Casocot (2021d) writes about the ‘charms’ of the city 

which make the Smart City project “anti-Dumaguete.” He mentions that one collective and 

intimate knowledge about Dumaguete shared by its inhabitants is knowing that vital to 

Dumaguete is “easy access to both sea and mountain,” symbolized by the Rizal Boulevard 

and Mount Talinis. With the Bohol Sea to the east and the Cuernos de Negros to the west, 

Dumaguete’s proximity to nature—Ian writes—is crucial to what makes Dumaguete 

Dumaguete. This resonates with Mojares’ (2012) writing about Cebu City, on how big-scale 

urbanization projects have transformed mountains and seas (otherwise functioning as 

‘vitalizing poles’ according to Lefebvre) into sites of development which have alienated city 

dwellers themselves from their own city. Like Ian, Mojares centers the “buot” or the will of 

the inhabitants of the city and not the langyaw to be the agents, producers, and owners of 

city space. “We need to privilege the dwellers of the city themselves instead of those who 

are just passing through the city or do not really inhabit it.” 

 

In a series of blogs, Casocot (2021a) gauges people’s response to past and current public 

works and commercial projects to contextualize the proposed reclamation. Casocot writes: 

“For most of the locals…growth and development means a measured step forward with all 

good things considered, always with due diligence and not just a matter of money or political 
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force.” Based on the responses to the reclamation, “locals” in Dumaguete—students, 

fisherfolk, tricycle drivers, vendors, artists, and teachers among others—are participating in 

collective action to determine the future of the city through protest and creative actions such 

as producing zines, documentary, and a music video. (This will be discussed further in 

Chapter 5). This vibrant political solidarity that emerged as response to the reclamation 

might be due to the city’s status as University Town with four universities aside from various 

educational institutions. Because of this, Dumaguete has a ‘student-driven’ economy, 

leaning toward the service and trading sectors to cater to the needs of students, compared to 

other towns in the province which focus on agricultural and manufacturing activities (ILO 

Asia Pacific Working Series 2010, 2, 6).  

 

Dumaguete is also one of the cities that shows the lowest poverty incidence at 11.8%, making 

it third in the list of top 10 cities that are the least poor in Central Visayas based on the 

Philippine Statistics Authority data in 2015 (“2015 Municipal and City Level Poverty 

Estimates of Central Visayas” 2021). However, even though Dumaguete is one of the least 

poor cities in Central Visayas, the city is surrounded by poverty across the province, with 10 

towns in Negros Oriental considered to be the poorest in the region (“2015 Municipal and 

City Level Poverty…” 2021). Leonor Briones of the UP National College of Public 

Administration, who spoke about the statistics in a lecture on the national budget and Negros 

Oriental, remarked that Dumaguete with its private educational institutions presents a stark 

contrast to the towns and villages along the coast and the hinterlands of the province where 

‘poverty level is prevalent and can be felt’ (Gallarde 2014).  

 

This poverty of the province is deeply rooted. Dumaguete-based historian T. Valentin Sitoy 

(1993) mentions that Negros Oriental at the start of the American regime had been 

devastated by poverty and natural disasters (16). Despite the reforms initiated by the 

recollect priests and the flourishing in the agricultural sector generated the sugar industry, 

the province was mired with unequal economic growth and landlessness from land grabbing 

prompted by the expansion of sugar plantations. Because of this, the province was inundated 

with attacks by millenarian groups combining Christianity and animistic beliefs. This social 

unrest led to the partition of Negros Island between Negros Oriental and Negros Occidental 

in 1890 for colonial authorities to effectively govern the island (9-11). Responding to an 

American observer’s account of Negros Oriental’s class hierarchy in the 1901, which is 

reflective of the economic disparity caused by the sugar industry, Sitoy says that the ‘second 

class’ may be thought of as contented or having ‘little ambition’ because of the lack of 

opportunities for improvement, in contrast to the wealthy ‘first class.’ While education was 

made eventually accessible to the middle class, the ‘third class’ pertaining to the workers, 
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fisherfolks, and farmers, however, are locked into poverty because of their limited access to 

opportunities, with some of them joining religious-political movements protesting their 

marginalization. Sitoy notes that this class strata may also be descriptive at the time of his 

writing, in the 1980s, commenting that the third class in the account comprised most of the 

people in the province (17, 20). An observation that resonates even at the present with 

poverty afflicting most of the province.  

 

Aside from poverty, violence also continues to beset the island of Negros. It was reported 

that from 2016-2020, hundreds of murder and homicide cases remain unresolved in Negros 

Oriental, including the killings of journalists, activists, farmers, and political officials which 

differ from those carried out by state forces in their renewed offensive or ‘war’ against illegal 

drugs and insurgency. To an extent, the violence—as reported by Luke Lischin (2020) from 

the The Diplomat—reflects then Rodrigo Duterte regime’s incapability to curtail “the 

violence it cultivates.” Even with the interagency intervention given by the Department of 

Justice and the Commission of Human Rights to investigate the killings through a data-

sharing agreement, Lischin notes that the passing of the Anti-Terror Act and the Duterte 

administration’s support given to state forces will make investigation by the interagency 

difficult in involving the Philippine National Police and the military to cooperate with them 

to resolve these cases.   

 

In his analysis of the economic disparities among regions within the Philippines by focusing 

on Cebu, Bohol, and Negros Oriental through an institutional or relational approach which 

seeks to contextualize economic systems within an entanglement of social structures, 

cultural factors, and historical conditions, Helvoirt (2009) mentions that the dominance of 

local landed elites connected to the sugar industry contributes to the economic stagnation of 

the Negros Oriental that is unable to break free from the outdated sugar industry. According 

to Helvoirt, although this political capture can be observed in the three provinces, the 

strength of local elites and their alliance is more apparent in Negros Oriental compared to 

those of Cebu where traditional elites negotiate with various economic players (both local 

and non-local), and in Bohol where elite influence is partially observed in the attempts of 

local business magnates to coordinate with government officials (221).  With agricultural 

development during the late 19th century, the sugar plantation economy in Negros Oriental 

flourished, creating a political-economic hierarchy with ethnicity12 as basis: “peninsulares 

 
12 Citing Weber, Helvoirt (2009) utilizes the term ‘ethnic groups’ to refer to those unified in their 
‘subjective belief in their common descent’ because of shared histories and experiences of 
colonization or migration, physical traits, or customs even though blood relationship may be absent 
(46-47). 



  

71 

(people from mainland Spain), small groups of Españoles-Filipinos (Spanish born in the 

Philippines) and pure Chinese, mestizos (people of mixed ancestry) and a majority of Indios 

(indigenous Filipinos).”  

 

The Espanoles-Filipinos (or Spanish born in the Philippines) considered to be the province’s 

first sugar entrepreneurs accumulated wealth and gained social standing through their work 

industry and entrepreneurial spirit with the support of workers and institutions such as the 

military and the church. Interestingly, from their ranks rose those who led the revolution 

against provincial Spanish officials, eventually becoming the foundation for long-standing 

political dynasties of the province (Helvoirt 2009, 165). Political elites continue to cement 

their political and economic influence by forging alliances with other elites, such as the 

Macias-Arnaiz-Perdices coalition which had ruled the province’s 2nd congressional district. 

These political positions also benefit economic ventures of elites through collaboration with 

other families (Teves and Sy families) and diversification of businesses backed by political 

support, such as developing land for commercial establishments (Sy family). Although 

political leaderships and coalitions change over time, political elites continue to secure their 

control over the province through alliances, thereby hampering the dynamism of the local 

economy (175-177).  

 

In Dumaguete City, Teves and Perdices families dominate the mayoralty scene. Of the last 

forty years or so, Agustin Ramon Perdices served as mayor for 19 years, from 1988 to 1998 

and again from 2001 to 2010. Previously, his father Mariano F. Perdices was mayor during 

World War II (1941-1945) then from 1945 to 1946 and eventually from 1954 to 1959 

(Aldecoa 2001, 103-104). Except for Jose Pro Teves who also served as mayor also for 19 

years (1959 – 1978) but who is not part of the politically influential Teves clan (Enario 2018, 

85), the Teveses had been pioneering political leaders of Dumaguete, with Sr. Pedro Teves 

(1903-1907; 1934-1940) and Sr. Jose Pastor Teves (1925 to 1930) serving as municipal 

heads prior to the creation of Dumaguete into a city in 1948 (Aldecoa 2011, 103-104). 

Furthermore, another Teves (Manuel Teves Sagarbarria) would be elected mayor from 2010 

to 2016, who would later be succeeded by Felipe Remollo from 2016 up to the present, with 

Remollo winning his third term in 2022. Remollo, whose father is former mayor of a town 

in Negros Oriental and board member of the province, is a lawyer and alumnus of Silliman 

University who was also a member of the university’s board of trustees (Felipe ‘Ipe’ Antonio 

Remollo Biography 2019; “Atty. Orlando…” n.d.) Felipe Remollo, previously mayor from 

1998 to 2001, has been described as a “young promising and enlightened lawyer” who was 

keen in working toward “development of Dumaguete” with his infrastructure projects 

(Aldecoa Rodriguez 2001, 86-87). Despite the controversy hounding Remollo’s second term 
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with the proposed reclamation project for a 174-hectare island off the coast of Dumaguete, 

he won the mayoralty post with opposition councilors taking majority of the seats (Dagle 

2022).  

 

While Helvoirt explores the economic disparity of Cebu, Negros Oriental, and Bohol, such 

disparity is also present even at the provincial level, since Dumaguete seems to be the 

exception from the massive poverty plaguing the province. While landed elites continue to 

cast influence on the city with some of them holding public office positions (the extent of 

which is beyond the scope of this study), Dumaguete inevitably is site of bustling economy. 

For 2020, Dumaguete is considered to be the third most competitive city in Central Visayas 

(“Dumaguete Is 3rd Most Competitive City In The Visayas” n.d.) based on the following 

criteria “economic dynamism, government efficiency, infrastructure and resilience”; and for 

2019, the city is 12th among the richest in the Visayas based on its assets (Yes the Best 

Dumaguete 2020). The article titled “Dumaguete: The Aggressive Development of a Gentle 

City” (2018) published on a real estate website called Lamudi.com, lists the city’s 

“modernization programs” described to be “in [the] early stages”—to serve as guide for its 

readers who are planning to invest in Dumaguete. It cites Dumaguete to have the following: 

recognition as one of the  best places to retire in the world according to a 2014 Forbes 

report; a steady increase of tourist arrivals from 2015-2017; an economy enhanced by three 

economic zones (with one more in the process of registration) for Business Process 

Outsourcing (BPO) and information technology (IT) companies; a rising retail industry with 

an addition of another mall; planned infrastructure projects made in partnership with the 

private sector for construction of bridges and water distribution and wastewater management 

system; and real estate considerations  such as the Marina Town, a residential complex with 

hotel and shopping mall along Dumaguete’s beach front as well as housing by Vista Land’s 

Camella in the outskirts of the city.  

 

This “aggressive development” ties in with Ian Casocot’s (2021a) observation about 

Dumaguete’s growth, considering the 2% increase of population of 134,103 inhabitants 

based on the 2021 census from 131, 377 in 2015. This growth index, Ian conjectures, implies 

economic activity and potential investors. The city, he claims, is still small enough owing 

also to the fact that it has the smallest land area in the province. However, putting the 

population growth and the reclamation project side by side (as well as the various 

‘modernization programs’), Ian asks how the people would have to confront this growth. 

Are the basic services met? How does the city see itself? “Does the city still think of itself 

as fast urbanizing place with new economic considerations? (Which can be hard when 
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nostalgia for the “rural” Dumaguete of yore is still very much entrenched in our idea of 

place.)”   

 

The city’s ongoing and planned reclamation projects as well as various economic pursuits—

which are propelled by dreams of becoming global or ‘world class’—underscores the 

neoliberal logic shaping city space, which is driven by partnerships between local 

government and the private sector, decentralization of government, and policies seeking to 

attract investment (Ortega 2019, 208). Writing about the growth of “mega regions” in the 

Philippines which refer to the interconnection of regional centers with surrounding areas 

such as villages, towns, and the hinterlands, Ortega points out that the city has become the 

focal point in the web of various interconnecting areas constituting “mega regions.” This is 

made possible through the Local Government Code of 1991 which enabled cities to manage 

and control their own revenues and income-generating plans, making cities as main sites 

connecting the country into the global market. Although the Philippine Statistics Authority 

reports in 2010 that 45.3% of the Philippines was urban, Ortega argues that this number 

needs to be revisited considering the interconnectedness of zones through “mega regions” 

as “mode of urban transformation in the country” (207, 211).  

 

Embodying the city by playfully reinventing the ‘folk’ and the ‘rural’ through the Sandurot 

Festival is done in light of these ideologies and policies toward further urbanization, as well 

as attempts to harness ‘local identity’ through the protection and preservation of practices, 

buildings, and objects that evoke cultural significance to make the city ‘global’ and ‘world 

class.’ However, this drive and desire to become a ‘big city’ is seen to run counter against 

perceptions of Dumaguete as gentle and laidback because of its proximity to nature, in 

contrast to big cities where urbanization is considered measure of success. At the same time, 

the civic festival is also organized and performed as part of the locality’s tourism programs 

as an easy solution to poverty (Peterson 2016, 168-169), which benefits political elites since 

festivals put them front and center while they draw attention and adulation from the crowd. 

Festivals conceal oppressive power structures that, in the case of Negros Oriental, as per 

Helvoirt’s study (2009), have continued to stagnate the province.    

 

However, studying involvement of social actors in creating city space through the festival, 

reveals opportunities and junctures where “human connection”—with reference to my 

conversation with Don (Appendix Interviews – 15)—becomes a productive site to take 

ownership of the locality as a source of meaningfulness (discussed as affect of the local in 

subsequent chapters). Social actors who create corporeal practices about the city through the 

Sandurot Festival grapple with the perceived identity of Dumaguete, their own ideals about 
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the city, as well as their own roles as cultural workers participating in transmitting 

knowledge about the city, with some of them like Ian actively participating in dialogue and 

discourse about Dumaguete. In exploring the acts of negotiating and deliberating 

construction of space through social actors’ performance of local identity, we see how social 

actors mobilize cultural resources and corporeal practices to take ownership of the urban 

space as their home, in light of various political interests, competing claims of urbanizing 

city space to be globally competitive, while preserving rural and folk practices to strengthen 

cultural identity of belonging to the city and nation.  

 

Performing Dumaguete  

 

Overview  

Premised on Dumaguete’s history as convergence of various people and cultures which also 

connects with Dumaguete’s purported character of gentleness and accepting of others, the 

Sandurot Festival features three major components that articulate this narrative: the opening 

ceremony (Paghimamat), the street dance (Pasigarbo) and showdown (Pasundayag) 

(“Festival” n.d.).” (In the Sandurot 2019 schedule of events, however, Pasundayag refers to 

the street dances and Pasigarbo refers to the showdown.)  

 

Performing the Sandurot Festival through these three components entails engaging with 

different themes that are perceived to articulate Dumaguete history and identity. The article 

“The Roots of Sandurot” by Travel Dumaguete (2017) demonstrates how social actors 

struggle with the purpose and direction of Sandurot Festival in embodying and transmitting 

city history and identity according to the following themes: the archaeological findings of 

earthenware pottery (or terra cotta) in the protohistoric period; the accounts of ‘slave raids’ 

said to be the origin of Dumaguete’s name, daguit, which means to abduct; and the 

reconfiguration of daguit to underscore city inhabitants’ openness and fellowship with 

others, through the ‘folding in’ of various people who have been enticed or captured (‘na 

daguit’) by the city. Since the start of the Sandurot Festival in 1988, themes of dagit and 

cultural confluence have been considered the main points of reference for performance and 

narratives about the city. For this brief overview of the Sandurot Festival, I refer to 

newspaper coverage of the Festival since 1988, primarily relying on The Negros Chronicle, 

a weekly newspaper in publication since 1973.  

 

From 1988 to 1990, the articles about the Sandurot Festival on the Negros Chronicle 

explicitly discuss the history of daguit, reworking the narrative to focus on peace and unity 

among diverse groups of people that constitute Dumaguete (Lecciones, 1988; “Christian-
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Muslim Unity,” 1989). The Sandurot was organized during Mayor Agustin Perdices’ term, 

with Glynda Descuatan (the go-to host of public ceremonies) recalling that it was a rather 

“simple” ceremony which involved an exchange of gifts between the mayor (as well other 

public officials) and those representing foreign groups (Appendix Interviews – 6). 

Emphasizing the city’s ‘cultural influences’ would seem to have started in the early 1990s, 

with a street dancing contest featuring folk dances or a “dance of foreign culture” based on 

these given foreign ‘influences’: Spanish, Chinese, American, or Indian culture (“Sandurot 

among city’s main fiesta highlights,” 1992; “The Sandurot Story,” 1990).  In 1996, a full-

page feature of the Sandurot Festival (see Figure 3) shows photos from the celebration, with 

one photo of a winning street dance contingent carrying a prop structure representing what 

looks like a paifang (“48th Charter Anniversary Highlights,” 1996).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1997, an article “Sandurot Festival” (see Figure 4) mentions that the event showcases 

“different cultural influences” such as the “Aetas, Chinese, Indonesians, Muslims, Hindus, 

Spanish, Waray, Ilongos, Boholanos, Americans and the Japanese” with the festival 

“[commemorating] the coming of the Muslims and other migrant settlers to the seaside 

Figure 3 full-page feature about the Sandurot Festival 1996  
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village that is presently called Dumaguete.” Also in 1997, a full-page feature of the Sandurot 

Festival titled “Tradisyon! Sandurot ‘97” shows images evoking unity and peace (exchange 

of gifts, handshakes) and pictures of these “cultural influences,” such as—a group of 

children (seemingly wearing black body painting) captioned as “Aetas of Negros”; boats 

landing on the shore captioned “Muslim elite arrive”; and another photo of a couple dressed 

in what seemed like Japanese kimono labelled as “handing of Samurai by Julio Sy to city 

mayor Perdices.” Julio Sy comes from an influential Filipino Chinese family in the city and 

province (Helvoirt 2009, 176).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The article announcing the events for the Sandurot Festival in 2021 (Euroba 2001) first 

mentioned the three segments of the Sandurot Festival, which have become the Sandurot 

format over the years: Paghimamat (reenacting the arrival of foreigners to the city); 

Pasigarbo (street dance parade); and Pasundayag (presentations of the street dance 

contingents at the city quadrangle). In 2001, Pasundayag limited the storyline to feature “at 

least two [cultural] influences.” In 2008, the same format would be used but with the addition 

Figure 4 Article about Sandurot 1997  
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of a “new concept” featuring the life and legend of Dumaguete City’s patron saint St. 

Catherine de Alexandria (All set for Sandurot Festival, 2008). Subsequent press releases 

from 2012 to 2015 would reiterate the purpose of the Sandurot Festival, such as to highlight 

Dumaguete as a “mix of cultures” (City Celebrates Sandurot Festival 2012) whose history 

of daguit—spates of attacks and abductions on the coastal town—has been reframed to 

indicate the city as a place which ‘captures’ or lures people into staying or returning to the 

city (“6 schools to compete…” 2013) or to indicate commitment in upholding character of 

openness in dealing with other ‘nationalities and cultures’ residing in the city (Maja 2015).  

 

The article by Travel Dumaguete, published in 2017, begins to introduce the element of 

pottery around the same time organizers— based on conversations with Ian Casocot, 

Paghimamat director Niki Cimafranca, and Jackie Veloso-Antionio—have been 

deliberating about how the Sandurot Festival should convey what is truly unique about the 

city. Mentioning the ancient archaeological findings in the city and other surrounding areas 

as well as the function of earthenware pottery in these settlements, the article locates “lapuk” 

or clay as significant to the history of Dumaguete: “Thus, fashioned from ‘lapuk,’ from clay 

and earth, the early people of Dumaguete made their first mark in history, signified their 

identity, and sealed communal bonds.” Eventually “pulang lapuk” would become known as 

“pulang yuta” to indicate pottery practice as part of Dumaguete’s history and heritage.  

 

The year 2017 marked a shift as well with the Sandurot Festival celebrated separately as a 

stand-alone event in September; previously, it was part of the Charter Day and Fiesta 

Celebrations in November. Pragmatically, the shift would decongest the already busy fiesta 

activities in November and would spread activities across different months (Veloso-Antonio, 

pers. comm.); but it also shows the city’s focus on Sandurot as “socio-cultural tourism event” 

which could generate tourist influx (Partlow 2017).  With the change in 2017 regarding 

Sandurot direction, choreographers then had to integrate the various themes in the dance 

presentations for Sandurot 2017, 2018, and 2019: daguit, cultural influence, and pulang yuta. 

Although choreographers felt that the Sandurot 2019 Festival parade and showdown gave a 

clearer and more focused portrait of the city, one choreographer admitted that when he joined 

in 2018, Sandurot felt like a hodgepodge of various elements, which he described jokingly 

as “murag halo-halo sa ka-Bading.” (Bading’s Halo-Halo is a small but famous eatery 

located in Dumaguete’s public market).  He likened the festival to halo-halo—a popular 

Filipino desert which is a mixture of fruits, ice cream, and crushed ice—to imply the 

difficulty of weaving together these various themes (Appendix Interviews – 7).  
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The following section will further discuss the three themes of the festival, according to how 

social actors have engaged with them, referencing historical accounts and reflecting their 

own claims about Dumaguete’s history as well their lived experience and ideals about the 

city.  

 

Daguit  

The first Sandurot Festival—or Sandurot sa Malumong Dumaguitnon as it was also initially 

named—was celebrated on November 24, 1988 as part of Dumaguete City’s Charter 

Anniversary activities. To highlight the celebrated trait of gentleness (“malumo”) among its 

people and the city’s cultural heritage, the Sandurot Festival was also meant to coincide with 

the Philippine Fiesta Island national tourism program of Corazon Aquino’s presidency 

which also declared the year 1989 as Fiesta Island Year. Daguit—the basis for the name 

Dumaguete referring to a time when supposedly raiding moors from southern islands 

abducted women from the coastal village—was reconfigured by organizers to focus instead 

on peaceful and harmonious co-existence consistent with the “national trend of peace and 

reconciliation.” In the ceremony, representatives from the Muslim and Christian 

communities re-enacted an idealized peaceful encounter, with the Muslim representatives 

arriving on small boats at the Rizal Boulevard, who were then received by representatives 

from the Christian community. They eventually exchanged gifts, with the following 

accompanying spectacle: “the simultaneous ringing of church bells, sirens, boat horns, 

pyrotechnics, release of balloons and doves, a choir singing Alleluea, and a band playing the 

Dumaguete song… with a public narrator explaining the significance of the activity.”  By 

showing “something indigenous” from the city, the Sandurot Festival is expected to be at 

par with major festivals like the Ati-Atihan and Sinulog, eventually contributing to the nation 

as Fiesta Island while also reviving the city’s cultural heritage (Lecciones 1988).   

 

Designing an event for tourism that could compete with other major festivals, organizers for 

the first Sandurot Festival had to look back at something unique and indigenous to the city, 

finding it in the daguit narrative to “think of Dumaguete as a place” (Lecciones 1988), 

transforming it as an object for “display” (Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998) with social actors 

organizing images, stories, and dances to perform the city through ceremony and re-

enactment. However, organizers had to creatively and continually rework the historical 

account of daguit to achieve the purpose of the Sandurot Festival as promoting fellowship, 

connection, and togetherness—focusing instead on Christian-Muslim harmony, cultural 

convergence and confluence, as well as the city’s charm and allure to entice visitors.  
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A full-page feature for Sandurot Festival 1990 on the Negros Chronicle (see Figure 5) details 

the “Sandurot Story” (1990) starting with the origin of Dumaguete’s name from daguit, 

when “marauding moros” abducted maidens from the village. According to the story, the 

villagers in response established lookouts in an area later known as Barangay Bantayan (to 

watch over) and hid their maidens in a place inconspicuous from these raiders, which would 

be eventually known as Barangay Tinago (hidden). During the Spanish period, Spanish 

authorities led the building of a watchtowers to serve as warning for these raids, and later 

converted into the Belfry which has become a Dumaguete landmark today. Focusing on the 

perceived peaceful interaction between Christians and Muslims in the city beyond this 

history of conflict, organizers also extend the meaning of daguit to include friendliness and 

openness toward others from different cultures as central to Dumaguete identity. Thus, 

Dumaguete as ‘Daguit’ means “to peacefully abduct people from other places to reside 

permanently in this city of peace, warmth and generosity.” The collage of portrait shows 

these ideals. One photo shows the governor and mayor together with the wife of the Saudi 

Arabian ambassador, releasing doves as symbols of peace. Another photo also promoting 

“national unity among Christians and Muslims” shows the Muslim community 

representatives arriving on the shore and being met by Dumaguete representatives on the 

Boulevard.  
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Despite daguit’s terrible history involving the raiding and pillaging of the coastal towns in 

Negros Oriental including Dumaguete, the Sandurot Festival and its organizers have made 

the term crucial to branding and marketing Dumaguete for tourism with its recent hashtag 

of #DumaGetmE, a word play of the city’s abbreviation (DGTE) and of the word daguit, 

which supposedly entices tourists and visitors to the city (Ollerie 2018), implying the 

reconfigured meaning of the term as ‘peaceful abduction’ of tourists and visitors to the city. 

Critics, however, point out that the tag is problematic because it calls to mind the violence 

of capture and abduction in cases of foreign criminals targeting vulnerable and often minor 

individuals in the province. Nevertheless, the narrative of daguit, although with violent 

origins and connotations, has been made to express the ideals of peaceful coexistence, 

fellowship, and resilience that characterize the people and city space. However, engaging 

with the theme of daguit for the festival meant dealing with the other to Dumaguete’s 

Christianized population, the Muslims in the way they approach historical accounts as basis 

for crafting narratives and corporeal practices about the city.  

 

Figure 5 Article about the storyline for the 
Sadurot Festival   
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Although the Sandurot Festival has popularized the phrases “marauding moros” (“Sandurot 

Story” 1990) and “moro marauders” (Casocot 2017b), these slave-raids or maritime raids 

need to be further contextualized into the maritime history of Negros Island. Earl Jude Paul 

Cleope—Silliman University’s Vice President for Academic Affairs, Commissioner for the 

National Historical Commission, and Dumaguete City Heritage Council chair— argues to 

consider the sea as framework in recounting history in the article “Negros Island and Wave 

Riders: A Maritime History” (2011, 282-285). Although raiding has figured prominently in 

the 19th century Spanish records as ‘moro raids,’ maritime raiding was a dominant practice 

in the islands even prior to Spanish conquest as means to procure more labor instead of 

territory since land was more abundant than human resources. With Spanish colonization, 

however, the towns or pueblos held under Spanish authority were placed at a defensive 

situation. According to Abinales and Amoroso (2005), with the Christianized population 

kept in an enclosed settlement through the reduccion by the church authority (bajo dela 

campana or under the church bells) to effectively manage the population and collect tribute, 

the Christian converts feared the ‘moro raids,’ forgetting “that they themselves had recently 

engaged in such raids” (52). Instead of moro raiders, Cleope (2011) instead used the phrase 

“wave riders” since apart from their great expertise in navigating the sea, they were also 

ethnically heterogenous, coming from various islands in the Sulu Archipelago and 

complicated by the integration of some of their captives. There was no fixed cultural identity 

until the colonial period since the term “moro pirates” were only assigned by Spanish 

authorities because they were followers of Islam (285-286). The term moros was given by 

the Spanish colonizers to the Muslims who were resistant against their authority, pointing to 

the hostility against Muslims and Islams propagated by the Spanish as part of “conquista 

espiritual” (Abinales and Amoroso 2015, 52).  

 

Dumaguete, like any coastal town under spatial control by the friars (as described by 

Abinales and Amoroso 2015, 53), has a church facing the sea where its bell tower also serves 

as watchtower against the raids. Writing about the history of the Diocese of Dumaguete 

primarily based on Father Mariano Bernad’s account published in 1895, Church historian 

Father Ramon Sagun Jr. (2018, 18-19) mentions that Dumaguete was spared from the attacks 

from 1755-1760, while the rest of the coastal towns succumbed to the raids. This protection 

from the attacks was possible because the town’s parish priest Don Jose Manuel Fernandez 

de Septien who facilitated the building of defensive religious infrastructures in the town: a 

stone church (the still standing Saint Catherine of Alexandria Cathedral) and a convento 

surrounded by a strong fortress, with four massive watchtowers in each corner. Later, Fray 

Juan Felix de la Encarnacion (1867 to 1879) would make further renovation to the church 
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like the previous priests before him, such as building the belltower from one of the ruins of 

the four watch towers that had been constructed by Father Septien a century earlier.    

 

With this maritime history, Dumaguete’s very identity itself, previously named Dumaguet 

from the “Visayan root daguet which means to ‘snatch or kidnap,’” is thought to be 

inextricably connected to this tumultuous past as the first Christian pueblo facing the sea and 

subjected to these raids (Aldecoa-Rodriguez 2001). Ian Casocot (2017b), drawing from 

various historical sources, lists different departure points on when to start identifying the 

birth of Dumaguete: as Dananguet (in 1572 from Diego Lopez Povedano), as a new parish 

called Dumaguete (in 1886 from Don Felipe Redondo’s book about the diocese of Cebu), 

and as capital of Negros Oriental (in 1890 with the province partitioned into two with the 

western side called Negros Occidental). However, the narrative of daguit has become a 

popular and effective frame to tell the story of Dumaguete, most particularly in celebrating 

resilience as symbolized by the belltower which was used to ward off the invaders. 

Dumaguete’s patron saint Catherine de Alexandria would also gain prominence into the 

narrative, with stories about her as a ‘Warrior Saint’ (Makil 2013) protecting Dumaguete 

from the attacks.  

 

Angelo Sayson, who started choreographing for the Sandurot Festival in 2004 when he was 

still in college, recalled that he started introducing the concept of daguit because the festival 

had by then resembled a United Nations Day parade with dance contingents assigned to a 

certain ‘foreign influence.’ Tingting Delfin, one of the pioneers who worked with festival 

organizer Prodi Sirilan to conceptualize the Sandurot Festival, argued that choreographers 

should have shown a “fusion” of the foreign and the Dumaguete elements into the dance to 

highlight the theme of cultural mixing and fellowship. Although he was not sure whether he 

was the first one to incorporate the building of the bell tower into the dance as response to 

the abductions or daguit, Angelo felt that this plot point gave the tourism office certain ideas 

and possibilities for the festival. Angelo mentioned that when the Sandurot Festival 

contingent joined Sinulog 2017 in Cebu, the city officials saw the various elements— such 

as daguit, bees (supposedly sent by Santa Catalina to ward off invaders), and “arnis-arnis”— 

which he had integrated into the festival. “Didto sila kita sa akong gi-mugna na twist” (They 

saw the twists I have created for the presentation). Angelo felt this made tourism officials 

even more confused and determined to clarify the picture of the Sandurot Festival (Appendix 

Interviews – 11).  

 

Considered as Filipino martial arts which use weapons such as sticks or swords, arnis and 

eskrima along with kali are used interchangeably depending on the teacher and the 



  

83 

geographical location; eskrima is practiced mostly in the Visayas, while arnis and kali in 

Luzon and Mindanao respectively (Lim 2019). The use of arnis as Filipino martial arts 

suggests anticolonial resistance whose practitioners perceive that the fighting style came 

from lineage of Filipino fighters from Muslim warriors to Katipunan revolutionaries 

(Briones 2016, 55). However, the “arnis-arnis” (playfully uttered by Angelo once when 

describing his choreography), is used to signify resilience of the Dumaguete community 

against the “moro marauders”—somehow an iteration of the moro-moro13 performance 

practice or komedya, depicting Muslim – Christian conflict which is resolved through 

conversion and marriage (Fernandez 1986).  

 

For Angelo, he believes that the villagers fought back against invaders: “Alangan nag-

padagit rapud to sila? (Did the locals allow themselves to be captured?” (Appendix 

Interviews – 16). Current Paghimamat Director Nikki Cimafranca also shared this view, 

recalling that they tapped the members of the Dumaa Eskrima International to perform the 

arnis in the Paghimamat (Appendix Interviews – 13). Arnis Philippines Dumaguete 

Commissioner and Dumaguete City Sports Coordinator Ike Xavier S. Villafores of Dumaa 

Eskrima, speaks of the city’s “martial history” in a video uploaded by a Romanian martial 

artist who was learning Filipino martial arts while in Dumaguete (Adrian Tautan – Neikung 

Initiative 2022; Adrian Tautan 2014). Citing other localities’ martial arts “systems” such as 

Cebu’s “Dose Pares and Balintawak” and Bacolod’s “Lapu-Lapu,” Villafores draws from 

his experience as martial artist by ‘synthesizing’ different arnis systems he has learned from 

his mentors which then form basis for Dumaguete’s own martial arts system, Dumaa 

Eskrima. With Dumaa meaning Dumaguete Arnis Association, Villafores explains that they 

name the system in honor of the “Dumaguete arnisadors who protected the city” during the 

time when “slave raiders” (quickly correcting himself instead of saying “moro” raiders) 

attacked the coastal city (Adrian Tautan 2014).  

 

 
13 In her dissertation, Briones (2010) provides a comprehensive study of the moro-moro performance 
also known as komedya (or a variant of komedya, following Tiongson’s definition) that emerged 
during the Spanish colonial period. With a plot based on European metrical romance that revolves 
around warring Christian and Muslim kingdoms, the moro-moro also includes a ‘war dance’ between 
these two opposing camps. With her examination of moro-moro performances by various 
communities in village fiesta setting and theater productions, Briones shows the complexity of this 
embodied practice (such as its functions as ritual, complexity of characters, variations in plot) by 
giving a historical analysis of the practice and using a ‘choreographic approach’ to examine the story, 
dance, dialogue, movement, and interaction of these elements in particular scenes. Responding to 
critiques of the moro-moro as inappropriate to be made as national theater for its othering and 
vilification of the Muslims, Briones asserts that the “malleability” of the moro-moro (as seen in the 
innovations that people have made regarding its content) shows the potential of the performance in 
“delivering a message of brotherhood and nationalism” (247).  
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Villaflores’ claim of the city’s martial history as basis for Dumaa Eskrima is also consistent 

with the festival social actors’ thrust in highlighting the city’s character of resilience in 

fighting against the raiders. However, when Nikki happened to talk to a priest about the 

Paghimamat, the priest wondered why Santa Catalina has become a “warrior.” Nikki 

mentioned to him the legend about the saint, and how the scene represents the Catholic 

religious beliefs of the town’s inhabitants (Appendix Interviews – 13). In my conversation 

with Tingting and Angelo about their ideas for the future of the festival, I remarked how we 

can actively decide and create the face of the city, adding light-heartedly how Angelo has 

contributed greatly to Dumaguete’s portrait with his inclusion of arnis (Filipino martial arts) 

into the performance. Because of this, I mentioned to Ting-ting and Angelo, Santa Catalina 

herself has become – I paused with Angelo completing my sentence – “a martial artist.” This 

earned a feigned but humorous complain by Tingting who asks: “Ngano gud to?” (Whyyy?). 

Angelo goes on to say that he chose to include daguit for aesthetic reasons, adding conflict 

and action to make the performance “more interesting” by including the scene of abduction.  

 

In a playful banter, Tingting wondered why Angelo had incorporated arnis, when in fact 

there is no martial arts culture in Dumaguete and Negros Oriental, explaining rather 

humorously that the ‘gentle people’ description is incongruous to the supposed martial 

history and further pointing out that the watchtower was built to warn people of the 

impending attack so they could run to the hills instead of fighting back (Appendix Interviews 

– 16). Based on the sources of Father Sagun Jr. (2018) and Earl Jude Cleope (2011), there 

was nothing in the records to indicate that the inhabitants of the Dumaguete pueblo fought 

back except in the place of Ilog where inhabitants led by their town priest “repulsed the 

attackers” as mentioned by Cleope (2011, 288).  

 

However, the video production for Paghimamat 2020 seems to express the speculative 

component of arnis to the Sandurot festival. The festival attempts to fill in the gaps of the 

archive, accommodating speculations about ‘what could have happened.’ Following a 

description of Saint Catherine as reflective of the “Dumaguetnon” – “fierce and unbowed in 

the face of great danger,” the narrator introduces the next dance groups to perform the 

“Filipino Indigenous martial arts of arnis and eskrima which predates the coming of the 

Spaniards to the archipelago.” She asks: “At a time when our communities upgraded in small 

barangays, how then did this martial arts practice would have been used?” Although the 

daguit narrative embodied through arnis poses questions regarding historical accuracy, the 

festival allows social actors to fill in what the archive has not indicated, by speculating about 

the townsfolks’ resistance against the raids, thus continuing to mobilize claims about 

resilience of the people in Dumaguete through the Paghimamat.  



  

85 

 

Furthermore, a few social actors including Angelo himself show an attempt to be discerning 

in integrating daguit into the performance, particularly in portraying the invaders as 

Muslims. While talking about how he learned to integrate the daguit concept from another 

choreographer when he was still a student, he disagreed with how the invaders were made 

to look like Muslim royalty, akin to those portrayed in the Muslim suite of the Bayanihan. 

For Angelo, the invaders were not Muslim in the ‘royalty’ sense but peasants and nomads 

who lead lives of burglary and piracy. One of the choreographers, Ralph—who is an active 

church worker for the Dumaguete Diocese and has worked closely with church historians in 

staging performances for church activities—mentions that historians pointed out the danger 

of associating the “mandaragit” or the abductors with the Muslims since the raiders could be 

anyone. This would coincide with Cleope’s (2011) take on ‘wave riders,’ since wave-riding 

or slave-raiding has been a prevalent practice across the islands prior to colonization and 

that some of those who were abducted eventually became part of the ‘wave riders,’ even 

leading the abduction to their previous towns. However, Ralph believes that the daguit 

concept is more superior than pulang yuta in capturing Dumaguete’s history, mentioning 

that he had goosebumps watching Angelo’s Sandurot dance presentation centering on 

daguit, even though he commends the efforts of cultural workers like Angelo to improve the 

festival by introducing the pulang yuta theme. Daguit, for Ralph, clearly captures 

Dumaguete history and identity, depicting people’s determination to protect their place from 

raiders, the stories about Santa Catalina as told by the older folks, and people’s devotion to 

the patron saint.  

 

In our conversation with Ian, he expresses his own approach to daguit in writing the script 

for the opening ceremony, the Paghimamat, acknowledging that the city has chosen an 

“action-filled narrative to explore the word Dumaguete” when there are also other stories 

that explain the origin of Dumaguete’s name. In the past years of the Sandurot Festival, Ian 

observes that the Muslims were depicted solely as abductors. Ian attempted to “escape” from 

the daguit narrative which he could not do, so he tried to “rewrite the script to make the 

kidnapping be a response to Christianity.” The raids, in fact, became more vicious during 

the Spanish colonial period since these ‘wave riders’ saw Christianized natives as allies of 

the Spaniards who have also encroached into their territories where Islam had already been 

established in their communities (Cleope 2011, 292). The raids eventually stopped for 

various reasons, when Spain acquired the much faster steam-powered gunboats, depopulated 

Southern regions and resettled inhabitants across the archipelago, and instituted policies on 

banning the purchase of firearms and building of large boats (291).  
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Christian-Muslim relations in the Philippines is a fraught terrain informed by colonial 

structures casting Muslims as ‘outsider,’ which is reinforced by nation-state policies of the 

early years of the Philippine republic and Philippine history texts doing little to assimilate 

Muslim Filipinos politically and ideologically into the national narrative and recognize their 

‘local history’   (Abinales and Amoroso 2005, 188). With the struggles toward self-

determination, the passing of the Bangsamoro Organic Law in 2018—which created the 

Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) replacing the 

Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM)—is seen as vital to empower the people 

in the region to make decisions regarding governance such as justice, human rights, social 

services, economic zones, and tourism through a parliamentary-democratic form of 

government. Although the national government will still have authority over national and 

constitutional concerns such as foreign affairs and defense, the BARMM is considered more 

autonomous than other regions.  The Bangsamoro people, as stipulated by the law, are 

those who are considered ‘natives’ and ‘original inhabitants’ (including their spouses and 

descendants) of Mindanao and nearby islands at the time of Spanish colonial period, thus 

upholding the “historical and geographical identity of the Bangsamoro people” (Marcelo 

2018). Provinces within the BARMM are Basilan, Sulu, Tawi-Tawi, Maguindanao, and 

Lanao (“Provinces” n.d.).  

 

With daguit becoming cornerstone of the city’s identity, this prompts the question on the 

role of Muslims in the Dumaguete story. For instance, with the performance of a reimagined 

peaceful encounter on the Rizal Boulevard between Christians and Muslims in previous 

Sandurot celebrations, contrary to the violence of daguit, the Sandurot Festival inevitably 

highlights the Muslims’ otherness to underscore Dumaguete as a place of diversity and 

fellowship. Social actors define city space to be characterized by this harmonious 

relationship, as indicated in the full-page feature in 1997 mentioning the co-existence of 

these various communities including the Muslims in the city: “The Muslim community in 

Dumaguete is well respected. They also have a prominent place of worship in many areas, 

plus a good place to barter or sell their goods. We have a Muslim market in the city.” There 

is an effort, as well, for the Muslim community to realize this ideal of unity and togetherness. 

In 2017, following the encounter of the Abu Sayyaf and government forces in neighboring 

island Bohol,  Ustadz Abdul Maula Muhsin – leader of Salam Islamic Center in Barangay 

Bagacay— pledged support to the authorities to prevent the presence of terror organizations 

into their rank. Having lived in Dumaguete for 28 years and teaching Arabic in an elementary 

school, the news article mentioned that Ustadz sees Dumaguete as “their own” and assures 

that he will not let anyone “ruin and destroy its [Muslim community’s] image in the city.” 

The Muslim leader makes this expression of support in a ceremony organized by the 
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Philippine National Police of Negros Oriental which awarded its partners, where he is  also 

the guest of honor and speaker (“Muslim community backs PNP…” 2017). He calls on 

fellow Muslims to also be alert in preventing terror groups from setting foot into their 

communities, with the news report citing “that they want to live peacefully in Dumaguete” 

(Gallarde 2017).  

 

Daguit shows how social actors wrestle with portraying the other—the Muslim—in creating 

an identity of Dumaguete. While acknowledging the importance of the raids to telling the 

story of Dumaguete, more recently social actors are cautious in portraying the invaders as 

Muslims and even putting the abductions in context of Spanish colonization as an effort to 

bring more complexity to the ‘marauding moors.’ Still, academics and artists who are 

Christians write the script and choreograph the dance, referencing most historical documents 

written from the standpoint of the Christian pueblo, for a festival that has been most part 

celebrated during the city’s fiesta activities. Despite the places of habitat, worship, and 

commercial activities for Muslims in Dumaguete, and this common desire for a peaceful 

community, one question would be whether the sense of “mingling” and “fellowship” is a 

lived reality instead of celebrated only in the festival. Nevertheless, the Sandurot Festival 

provides the stage and opportunity for the pakig-sandurot or fellowship between Muslim 

and Christian communities, where the ideal of unity is performed as narrative and dance.   

 

In performing local identity as daguit, social actors reinterpret oral lore and historical 

accounts to forward narrative of resilience, stage a more aesthetically pleasing production, 

or even become discerning in portraying the so-called antagonists of the daguit story. 

Although Sandurot is meant to showcase something “indigenous” about Dumaguete—which 

was pointed out in the news article on the first year the Sandurot Festival was celebrated 

(Lecciones 1988)—performing Dumaguete as daguit, involves reconfiguring the folk (as in, 

stories about the abductions) as well as historical accounts, in order to embody and imagine 

Dumaguete as a space of peaceful togetherness including the ‘outsider’ into its fold  as well 

as imagining the city as an ‘abductor’ of many “others” who have  chosen to stay in 

Dumaguete, creating a cosmopolitan space of openness and diversity.  

   

The next section will discuss how the theme of ‘cultural confluence’ is conceptualized and 

embodied in the festival vis-à-vis social actors’ perceptions and experiences of the city.  

 

Foreign Influence  

When asked about how the Sandurot Festival started, Tingting Delfin light-heartedly 

recalled that he and Prodi Sirilan had a drinking session (“nag-inom mi”) to brainstorm about 
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a concept for the festival (Appendix Interviews – 16). Prudencio “Prodi” Sirilan, who had 

passed away last 2017, is considered a pioneer cultural worker in the city who was one of 

the first organizers for the Sandurot and the Buglasan festivals (Casocot 2017). Prodi and 

Tingting were part of a group of “theatre arts enthusiasts” in the 1970s who organized beauty 

pageants through their production outfit Sandurot Promotions.  The group would play a 

crucial role in conceptualizing Negros Oriental’s Buglasan Festival since they had already 

brainstormed on the possibility of organizing a “collection of festivals” from all towns and 

cities in the province—something that would come into fruition in 1981 when Foundation 

University (FU) became the setting of the first ever Buglasan Festival. With the support of 

Foundation University, Bobby Villasis (a member of the Sandurot Promotions and also then 

the university’s cultural officer) had invited friend Loury Lacson as choreographer of the FU 

Folk Dance Troupe who accepted the invitation and came to FU in 1979. Lacson, Bayanihan 

member and daughter of Lucresia Urtula (Bayanihan founding director and National Artist 

for Dance in 1988), received another letter of invitation in 1981 for the Province of Negros 

Oriental to perform in the National Folk Arts Festival in Manila, which then led to the staging 

of the first ever Buglasan Festival held at Foundation University to select a contingent for 

the festival in Manila. Eventually, the Cultural Troupe of Negros Oriental which would 

perform in Manila is a mélange  of  various performing groups across the province upon 

the recommendation of Lucresia Reyes – Urtula who thought that aside from the winning 

group Siaton’s Inagta, other contingents need to be included into the Negros Oriental 

representation: Zamboangita’s Polka Biana (considered the ‘lost dance’), Dauin’s Kasal 

Dauinonan, Manjuyod’s Amamanhig, and Tanjay’s Sinulog de Tanjay (“Foundation 

University…” 2016).   

 

The conceptualization of Sandurot Festival then came about from this network of 

relationships bound by common interests of organizing and producing performance events 

for the city. When Prodi sought Tingting’s help to organize a festival, Tingting then had just 

come back from Cebu and Manila working with designers, while Prodi was organizer and 

director of events as well as consultant of cultural affairs in the province and the city.  A 

long-time artistic director for Foundation University’s cultural troupe from 1995 to 2013 and 

a renowned designer in the city, Tingting is referred affectionately as ‘mother’ by a circle of 

choreographers and festival costume designers. Born in 1964 to parents who are pioneer 

academics of University of the Philippines campuses in Leyte and Cebu, Ting-ting also 

moved with his parents spending his primary school in Cebu before the family finally settled 

in Dumaguete, with his mother becoming the principal of Foundation University high 

school. Since high school, he has been choreographing for dance groups and designing 

costumes and uniforms. However, when he had only one year to go before earning his 
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biology degree in college, he was not allowed to graduate because he had long hair and 

refused to have it cut. He had also lost interest by then because of his tasks or “racket” 

(informal term for additional work) as choreographer and costume designer (Appendix 

Interviews – 16). Angelo, who introduced me to Tingting, looks up to him as a veteran in 

many cultural events and considers him one of his resource persons regarding costumes and 

dances. His home, adorned by plants and trinkets, is by the river on a plot of land he said 

belonged to his maternal grandfather. Tingting is gray-haired with a ready boisterous 

laughter. Tingting would post his artwork and fashion ensembles on social media that he 

would sometimes wear himself.  

 

As two of the primary cultural movers in the city, Tingting and Prodi worked together on 

how to craft a festival based on their idea of the city as a “melting pot of cultures.” They 

traced the “arrival of the influences,” choosing countries which have a strong influence on 

Dumaguete life in terms of language, dance, fabric, crafts and religion, enumerating 

Indonesia, Hindu—adding that Hindu is our “base”—then continuing with Chinese, 

European, American, and Japanese. Tingting mentioned various references he consulted 

such as the archives from Dumaguete’s church historian Father Roman Sagun and an 

unpublished book about theater in the Philippines given by Lucresia Reyes Urtula, which 

featured data about the pre-Hispanic era. Trying to recall the title from memory, Tingting 

also referred to a book commissioned by Imelda Marcos, to which I mistakenly supplied 

“Kasaysayan ng Lahi”—the title, not of a book, but of a street dance parade. However, 

Tingting added that the Sandurot was supposedly patterned after Kasaysayan ng Lahi, 

although it departs from the latter since the Sandurot does not showcase Philippine cultures 

but rather “Ang katong mga influences nga gikan sa laing lugar nga niari sa ato-a…” (The 

influences from other places that arrived in our city) (Appendix Interviews – 16).  

 

With these circuits of exchange and relationships, we can see how the Sandurot Festival was 

deeply connected with the Marcosian spectacular performance practices utilizing the 

performance of local identity for tourism and national identity. In another interview when I 

was talking to Tingting and Angelo about my project of trying to trace the origins of the 

festival, they mentioned Imelda Marcos who, according to Angelo, should be recognized, 

acknowledged, and ‘crowned’—“dapat koronahan” (korona meaning crown)—since our 

identity is unearthed because of her (“kitang tanan na-ugkat tungod niya”). Tingting 

continued that dances like the Inagta and Polka Biana from Negros Oriental were performed 

for the first time at the Folk Arts Festival because of Imelda Marcos. I am critical of Marcos, 

but I was unable to respond amidst their praises for Imelda Marcos whose support for culture 
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Tingting finds as “very good,” such as commissioning books about heritage and 

institutionalizing the Bayanihan (Appendix Interviews – 2).  

 

Even though the Sandurot Festival was organized during Corazon Aquino’s term in 1988, 

the administration’s Fiesta Island Program is undeniably part of Marcos’ legacy that paved 

the way for festivalization and commercialization of local practices by local government 

units as part of their tourism program (Peterson 2016; Matilac 2017). For Dumaguete, since 

the city does not have any religious ritual or natural landmark which would provide available 

material for a festival, organizers—as Ian has understood—had to invent a festival based on 

notions about the people of Dumaguete.  By tracing Dumaguete’s history to arrival of 

“foreign influences” that shaped the city, festival organizers like Tingting and Prodi have 

inevitably presented a linear history which, as observed by Ian, has followed the following 

format throughout the years: The Moros, Spanish, Chinese, American. After doing his own 

research, Ian puts forward the following succession in his version of the Paghimamat: 

Natives, Spanish, Moro, Chinese, and America, highlighting the various precolonial groups 

inhabiting the islands and the dagit raids as a response or ‘revenge’ against Spanish 

encroachment to territories in the Philippine south (Appendix Interviews – 3).  

 

On the one hand, the Sandurot narrative activates the colonial ‘scenario of discovery’ (Taylor 

2003), starting with the depiction of native bodies peopling the island then ‘progressing’ into 

the colonial eras. This linear sequencing references simultaneously the ‘wave migration 

theory’ that informed American colonizers in governing Filipino bodies (Rafael 2000, 35) 

and the liberal elites’ ‘linear emplotment’ of history which sees a progression from a glorious 

ancient period to the colonial era culminating into the modern national state (Ileto 1997). 

Rafael argues that US colonial authorities’ perspective of history, which is a linear 

succession of groups from dark-skinned natives (the Negritos or Aetas), to the Malays, 

Spanish colonizers, Chinese traders, and finally to the Americans, positions the US 

authorities as the culmination and author of the country’s racialized history. This narrative—

which bears a semblance to the Sandurot story as conceived by organizers—renders visible 

non-white bodies as inferior, which recede further into history vis-à-vis the purportedly more 

advanced and civilized groups, with the US as occupying the vantage point in desiring to be 

the invisible authority in managing and surveying racialized bodies (36-37). However, with 

Sandurot Festival performing Dumaguete as ‘melting pot’ through the ceremony and dances, 

the ‘natives’ and the ‘foreign influences’ are portrayed on the same stage and subsumed into 

the history of the city as collective and shared space of belonging or “ato-a” (ours).  
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Dumaguete as welcoming of various peoples—the crux of the Sandurot Festival—is 

reinforced by discourse about the city becoming home to others, people from different places 

in the country, foreign residents, and international students. As a university town which is 

also recognized as an ideal place for retirement, Dumaguete has 225 foreign retirees from 

China, Korea, India, Taiwan, Japan, Hong Kong, the US, Germany, Australia, and the United 

Kingdom according to the Philippine Retirement Authority and 750 applications for Special 

Student Permits in 2017. Students and retirees cite the city’s relaxing environment and 

amiable community as the reason for staying in the city (Pal 2018). A newspaper column 

Why We Stayed in the Metropost, which features stories of people from various places in the 

country and overseas who chose to stay in Dumaguete, starts with the statement: “The history 

of Dumaguete/Negros Oriental is woven about people arriving on our shores, liking what 

they saw, and eventually making that decision to stay. What made them stay?” 

 

However, the arrival of ‘foreign influences’ performed in the Sandurot Paghimamat 

Ceremony also needs to be placed in the movements of people during the colonial history, 

particularly the perception toward the Spanish and the Chinese, who—like the Muslims of 

the daguit story—are simultaneously ‘foreign’ but also enfolded and included into 

Dumaguete narrative and performance.  

 

Historian Sitoy’s (1993) account on the commercial activities of Negros Oriental in 1904 

provides good insight as to the role of these different groups in society. Sitoy reports that 

commercial activities in the province during this period was largely controlled by 

foreigners—Americans, Spanish, and Chinese—with some Filipinos owning small retail 

stores (or sari-sari stores). It would be helpful to consider the formation of Philippine 

societies in the 19th century to make sense of these ‘foreign’ strands that constitute colonial 

society. By the 1800s, economic changes had ushered transformations of the colonial state, 

altering the basis of social identity which was determined more by social and economic 

status instead of religion and ethnicity. Chinese mestizos, who have become prominent with 

their wealth and education, intermarried with “Malay Filipinos [indios]” eventually forming 

a political force challenging and going beyond the authority of local friars. On the one hand, 

the newer Chinese immigrants would insist on “separateness” in building their own 

institutions such as schools, hospitals, and cemeteries, which posed a problem because of 

their strong presence in dominating the economic activities in the community. Another 

mestizo population would also emerge from the intermarriage of Spaniards with locals and 

the Chinese population. Such mixing would complicate the hierarchical frame that puts the 

Spaniards at the top, Chinese in the middle, and the indios at the base. Toward the end of the 

century, ethnic distinctions would become more blurred among the Chinese and Spanish 
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mestizos and indio elites, who would be drawn toward a shared identity which they found in 

the “evolving meaning of ‘Filipino,’ a term appropriated from Spanish criollos by those with 

new claims to leadership” (Abinales and Amoroso 2005, 98-99). The dynamic and fluid 

hierarchical distinction of identities would seem to contradict how the festival deems the 

Spanish and Chinese as ‘foreign’ influences who reside in the city since intermarriages have 

produced a mestizo population which would comprise the nation as Filipinos. However, as 

with the Muslims, the Chinese are said to retain their otherness, with their history of 

resistance and separation against Spanish colonial rule. Even with emergence of mestizos 

from intermarriage with the local population and the Chinese, this did not lead to complete 

assimilation of the Chinese, thus their status as ‘essential outsiders’ remains (65-66).  

 

A book published commemorating the centennial celebration of the founding of Negros 

Oriental, Kabilin (1993) features prominent figures from Spanish and Chinese lineage to 

acknowledge the “pluralism and diversity” of the province as source of  “richness and 

strength” (vii). This parallels with how the Sandurot festival celebrates the peaceful and 

harmonious diversity of people in the city. Aside from featuring articles on the history, 

government, economy of Negros Oriental, the book also includes biographical essays on 

well-known personalities who have made significant contributions in the fields of business 

and politics not only in the province in general but also in Dumaguete. Chinese business 

tycoons, for instance, who would own establishments in the city, arrived in Dumaguete 

through their fathers or grandfathers who were immigrants from Southern China; on the 

other hand, Spanish mestizos like Mariano Perdices would become political leaders in the 

city and the province. With the successful sugar industry or cana dulce in nearby towns of 

Bais, Tanjay, and Manjuyod, sugar barons of Spanish descent would own residences in the 

city called ‘Sugar Houses’ along the Rizal Boulevard (Casocot 2019). With the presence of 

these ‘influences’ in the city, such as the houses evocative of Spanish mestizo aristocracy 

and the Chinese-owned stores, Dumaguete is then conceptualized as a confluence of 

difference, an idealized harmonious diversity that renders the Spanish, Chinese, and Muslim 

different but also included into local space.  

 

To embody this confluence, the previous years of the Sandurot Festival aimed to showcase 

dancing contingents representing various ‘foreign influences.’  In our conversation with 

choreographers, they would look back at these moments of the Sandurot Festival parade and 

refer to them in jest as having the United Nations theme. Tingting Delfin insisted, however, 

that choreographers should have focused on fusing the foreign and the Dumaguete elements 

so that the Sandurot Festival would not look like a United Nations parade. For instance, 

Tingting recalled that in one of his experiences, he merged Indian dance movements with 



  

93 

Dumaguete’s fandango. Although he did not elaborate the details of this “fusion,” he 

mentioned that he used the sari in their dance and showed how the people adapted the sari 

into their own use as tapis (wrap-around) (Appendix Interviews – 2, 16).  

 

Recalling his experience as a dancer for Sandurot then, Angelo also mentioned an 

unforgettable lesson he learned from a senior choreographer who fused certain foreign 

elements into the dance. Since they were assigned the country of Malaysia, the 

choreographer integrated Wau Bulan and Sepak Takraw into the dance (Appendix 

Interviews – 5). Angelo also highlights the importance of showing the fusion of foreign and 

native cultures instead of only focusing on a particular cultural influence, arguing that with 

the arrival of Hindu and Chinese influence, for instance, one is not transformed nor 

“converted” into that culture but instead led to “cultural exchange.” Another choreographer 

Ryan talked about adding his own movements for his dance contingent assigned to the 

‘Chinese influence,’ combining Tai Chi (which he describes as “karate nga hinay kaayo” or 

karate that is very slow) with arnis. Angelo also observed that choreographers during this 

time, prior to the institutionalization of the Sandurot Festival with its basic dance steps, 

would observe the movements of the people and their daily life—for example fishing in the 

case of coastal communities—and integrate it into the dance. In line with the theme of 

‘cultural confluence,’ Ryan added that the dances would show how foreigners such as the 

Chinese would be taught how to do the “pagpanginhas” or collecting seashells from the shore 

(Appendix Interviews – 7).  

 

With Dumaguete City’s focus on the diversity of people as the fulcrum of the festival, 

Sandurot becomes quite unique or “weird” (according to Ian) since most festivals would 

choose cultural practices done in rural setting, rooted in precolonial history, or connected to 

religious ritual as central themes (Appendix Interviews – 3). With its celebration of the 

‘different’ groups inhabiting the Dumaguete, the Sandurot festival tends to portray a unified 

and harmonious space, obscuring the power imbalance between the local elites (mostly of 

Chinese and Spanish ancestry) and the rest of the population. With the pictures on the early 

years of the Sandurot Festival from newspaper articles (Figures 3, 4, and 5), we see business 

elites and other esteemed political guests (such as ambassadors) embodying the theme of 

cultural confluence themselves in the exchange of gifts during the ceremony. It is interesting 

to note that the city’s colonial and political conditions merge with the prevailing theme of 

multiculturalism and diversity that have become synonymous with the United Nations. 

Contingents representing Dumaguete’s ‘cultural groups’ such as those with Spanish and 

Chinese descent as well as other ‘cultural influences’ from historical accounts (daguit) and 
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migrations would resemble a United Nations Day parade where participants (often from 

schools) wear clothes or carry items associated with these cultures.  

 

However, the cultural confluence theme of the Sandurot Festival also provides social actors 

ways to claim the city as a mobile and permeable entity. Although the Sandurot Festival 

does tend to homogenize “cultural influences” through simplified images and kinesthetic 

expressions, it also complicates the expectations of packaging the locality as rural or ancient. 

With the “United Nations” theme of the Festival, we see the attempt of social actors to 

simultaneously highlight difference and acknowledge hybridity, an amalgamation of 

experience from precolonial roots, colonial history, and current migrations. With the 

Sandurot celebrating ‘foreign’ influences as formative of Dumaguete’s identity, this brings 

to the fore Grossberg’s (2010, 60-61) argument about hybridity as a “given condition of all 

human reality,” when he was commenting about globalization theories which position 

hybridity or glocalization as the (“failed”) attempt to solve the binary between the global 

and the local. Although culture and tourism policies have positioned the local to be 

synonymous with the ‘folk’ and the ‘traditional’ to celebrate something distinct about the 

locality, the Sandurot theme of cultural confluences reveals the layers of complexity in 

performing local identity: the city leaves colonial structures unquestioned, reinforces the 

difference of others that are not perceived to be originally from the locality, while also 

celebrating hybridity as the condition of city life.  

 

However, throughout the years, festival organizers particularly Jackie Antonio felt that the 

Sandurot Festival did not have a unified and coherent identity, indicating a desire to find 

something fixed and stable to represent Dumaguete. Because of this, she gathered various 

social actors to find out ‘what Dumaguete is truly about,’ which would then be embodied 

through the festival theme of pulang yuta based on Dumaguete’s pottery practice.  

 

Pulang Yuta  

With the thrust toward heritage and culture by the administration of city mayor Felipe 

Remollo Jr. who took office in 2016, Jackie Veloso Antonio—as then newly appointed 

tourism officer—started organizing consultation meetings and discussions in 2017 with 

various artists and cultural workers to make the festival distinct based on Dumaguete identity 

and not imitative of other festivals, most particularly the ubiquitous Sinulog. Paghimamat 

director Niki Cimafranca recalls some of these meetings, which he describes as a “search for 

identity” to find out what we really have in Dumaguete (“unsa man gyud ato-a diri”). Around 

this time, social actors have been using cultural mapping as means to answer this question. 

Nikki mentions that they went through cultural mapping training where they traced the kinds 
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of heritage in Dumaguete, such as built or natural heritage. With these meetings and 

trainings, talks emerged about the presence of clay in Dumaguete, particularly in Claytown, 

Daro where pots and other earthenware are sold on the roadside (Appendix Interviews – 13).  

 

Although the Cultural Mapping Toolkit was published in 2019, initial consultations started 

around 2014 (Cultural Mapping Toolkit 2019, vi), and various social actors connected to the 

NCCA have organized these trainings and workshops in Dumaguete. One of these is the one-

day cultural mapping project titled Mugna, organized by Dessa Quesada Palm of Youth 

Advocates for Theater Arts (YATTA) through the NCCA, which sought to prompt 

discussion in connecting arts and culture with social development. Writing about the event, 

Ian (2019) writes that Mugna led to a more committed and concerted effort to improve the 

Sandurot Festival to embody what is unique about the city, identifying the “rhythm of 

Dumaguete “as basis for an “authentic” Sandurot sound. This series of workshops and 

meetings would then lead to the festival taking on the theme of the city’s natural heritage of 

“pulang lapuk” in consideration of Dumaguete’s history.  

 

In our conversation, Ian reflected about the decision they had made among themselves as 

cultural workers and artists in using clay as the basis for the festival theme. I mentioned how 

I meant to explore the ways people in Dumaguete shape the space of the city through the 

festival. He admitted that the decision toward Pulang Yuta “is very recent” and added: “It’s 

our contribution to the whole tradition of Sandurot. So you are right, we are 

all…shaping…But I think the ultimate goal is for every batch, with every generation to be 

as authentic as possible.” Ian spoke of the desire for beginnings, an authenticity located in 

something pure and ancient, a nostalgia for this impossible return to an origin for the 

collective space of Dumaguete. He continued: “So I think that’s what keeps the process pure, 

I guess. Because there’s always that hope ultimately, we can be as close as possible to the 

authentic. Although at the same time, we know that it is not authentic because there was no 

Buglasan before, there was no Sandurot before” (Appendix Interviews – 3).  

 

In this case, cultural mapping is seen as a collaborative and collective method to be closer 

to the authentic, to create something that is representative of the actual practices of a 

community. Ian (2019) calls cultural mapping as “[consolidating] a community’s identity 

and soul” that would guide policy decisions such as disaster risk reduction and tourism. 

Because of these preliminary cultural mapping sessions which reviewed Dumaguete’s 

history and heritage (cultural property which reveals a community’s and nation’s cultural 

identity), red clay is thus shaped and identified to become the cornerstone of a new festival 

theme. With this, the pottery practice in Claytown, Daro has gained relevance as 
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‘ethnographic display’ imbued with new meanings (Kirshenblatt-Gemblett 1998) as 

expressive of Dumaguete identity, after social actors referenced articles on archaeology 

pointing out that Dumaguete and other towns of Negros Oriental (Tanjay and Bais) are sites 

of ancient pottery practice. It is interesting to note that the search for authenticity and 

beginnings have led social actors to an excavation or unearthing of artifacts as basis for what 

is perceived to be an authentic Dumaguete identity.   

 

Ian and Jackie both cite Junker’s archaeological analysis of earthenware pottery and 

porcelain  Bais-Tanjay settlements (towns in the northern part of Negros Oriental), which 

revealed “six broad regional phases” of  pottery production, distribution, and trade 

internally across settlements and externally with foreign trade, starting from 2000 B.C. to 

the Spanish Colonial period of 1600 to 1900AD, with gaps and hiatuses in between such as 

during the early Metal age and prior to the Chinese porcelain trade as well as during the 

Paleolitihic and Neolithic phases. Earthenware and pottery items analyzed in the Bais-

Tanjay Region settlement are significant to understanding how prestige goods are circulated 

and produced in Philippine chiefdoms (Junker 1999, 48-53).  

 

Bacus (2000), another author in the article “The Roots of Sandurot” (2017), specifically 

studied the political economy, or the distribution of power and goods, of the “Dumaguete 

polity” (where polity is a sociopolitical organization ruled by a chiefdom) through 

archaeological findings of pottery items, such as local and foreign earthenware as well as 

glazed ceramics in the protohistoric period from 11th to 16th centuries (3-4). Dumaguete and 

Tanjay differ from the bigger Cebu polity, which is a major port involved in international 

trade, in terms of scope of economy and the means and extent decorated pottery was 

controlled and valued (11); however, the Dumaguete polity like the Tanjay and Cebu polities  

can be characterized by the political economy models (4-5) in controlling craft production 

(wealth finance model), distributing goods as tributes (tributary model), and assigning value 

to these goods (prestige goods model). For instance, consistent with the prestige goods 

model, the chiefly elite in the Dumaguete polity reduced the value of local earthenware when 

they gained access to foreign objects via trade networks, which they then mobilized as 

prestige goods (9). Interestingly, Junker’s (2018, 423) more focused analysis to the Tanjay 

polity in the specific cultural phases of the Santiago Phase (ca. 1100-1400 AD) and the 

Osmena Phase (ca. 1400-1565) reveal a more dynamic and fluid interaction of various 

actors, including those rendered passive and invisible in macro-scale study of polities, such 

as the inhabitants residing upland and women captured through slave-raidings. Based on 

archaeological findings, actors in the polities of the Tanjay region act out their varying 

interests for porcelain and earthenware instead of being governed by single overarching 
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autocratic authority: lowland chiefly centers desire the objects for status symbol and political 

leverage;  upland groups use the items for heirloom and communal or  ritual purpose; and 

swidden farmers, acting as ‘middlemen’ between Atas and lowland elites, seek these 

products to be exchanged with foreign traders (447).   

 

“The Roots of Sandurot” (2017) uses as departure point this production and movement of 

earthenware items in the protohistoric era as an indication that the “early people of 

Dumaguete” created community and identity through the earth or ‘lapuk.’” In an initial 

correspondence I had with Jackie (Facebook direct message to author, October 23, 2019), 

she mentioned that the pulang yuta theme was based on historical findings, proving that our 

“ancestors are already artisans/potters” during the protohistoric era. The archaeological 

findings have given these social actors material to make Dumaguete and the festival distinct 

and ‘authentic,’ using pulang yuta as motif for the festival music and dance, while still 

staying with the “original storyline” of the Sandurot Festival as a convergence of different 

peoples.   

 

However, others express questions and disagreement with the Pulang Yuta direction even as 

they are supportive of the festival. These social actors point to the incongruence of the 

people’s daily life, in how city space is used and how space is represented or embodied 

through the festival, if we put it in Lefebvrian terms—the clash between “spatial practice” 

and “representational spaces” (Lefebvre 1991). In various discussions and interviews, 

Angelo points out that although Pulang Yuta has given the city “good branding” and a clear 

imagery, he also expresses the need to make the festival relevant because for most people in 

the city, pottery is not part of their daily life. They could not relate to it since they have not 

seen anyone making pots and other sculptures through the use of “pulang yuta” or red clay, 

in contrast to Cebu’s Sinulog where going to the Santo Nino Basilica is a commonly 

observed practice for most Cebuanos or at least something everyone knows about. One 

reason for this disconnect is also that the making of pottery itself is barely thriving, even as 

the festival has appropriated it as a symbol for the city.  

 

A study in the 1970s (Chiong as cited by Niziolek 1996, 140) which details the pottery 

practice in Daro indicates that clay was kept underneath the houses, which also functioned 

as a workshop area along with the nearby house yard. However, Angelo, along with other 

social actors, have pointed out that clay in Daro can no longer be utilized because concrete 

houses are built into the clay-rich soil; no one can also take after the craft since potters would 

want their children to gain more stable and promising employment. In my conversation with 

a storeowner, a middle-aged looking woman, she mentioned that their family would import 
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clay from other towns so that they could still continue with the pottery practice. Angelo 

hopes that the local government would give support to the pottery industry in Daro. At one 

point, he suggested to Jackie to make the terra cotta practice ‘alive’ prior to efforts of 

amplifying the festival (“prior nato buhi-on ang festival, buhi-on sa nato ang terra culture sa 

Dumaguete”), for example, through a series of workshops or a non-formal education training 

to expand the pottery culture until a such time that Dumaguete will become known for terra 

cotta. Dumaguete City is home to renowned visual artists, such as Danilo Sollesta and Kitty 

Taniguchi whose terra cotta sculptures are displayed in their Mariyah Gallery. In 2007, the 

city was the setting for the 2nd Dumaguete Open Biennial Terra-Cotta Art Festival— led by 

Sollesta and Taniguchi and the city government in coordination with Foundation University, 

Silliman University, the NCCA, and the Japan Foundation-Manila—which aimed to “to 

foster encounters between artists and potters, and revive the art of terracotta pottery and 

sculpture of proto-Philippine culture as once existed in Daro, site of a once-thriving pottery 

community” (Hilario 2007).  

 

In my conversation with terra cotta artists Sharon Rafols and Hemrod Duran, they shared 

possible ways to invigorate the pottery industry in Daro, such as inviting potters from other 

towns, opening the site to tourists to introduce Daro as “clay country of Dumaguete,” or 

providing a space for potters and interested individuals to create pots. They also note a lack 

of commitment and support for the pottery industry despite its ‘cultural’ value as theme for 

the festival. For instance, Hemrod Duran, who comes from a family of potters in Daro, 

reveals that the space they have once used as workshop has been utilized as site for the 

Barangay Hall. Hemrod, a third-generation potter, is an artist who creates terra cotta 

sculptures which have been featured in various art exhibits, instead of the more functional 

earthenware pots. He adds that because of the lack of space in Daro, he has moved to 

Valencia, a town about thirty minutes away from Dumaguete, where he continues to create 

terra cotta art pieces (Appendix Interviews – 10).  

 

While others point out the disconnect between the barely thriving pottery industry in daily 

life and the enthusiastic support for the symbolic value of red clay, Tingting Delfin critiques 

the historical basis of pottery itself. In a workshop conducted by the Cultural Center of the 

Philippines (most likely one of the workshops organized by the Tourism Office), Tingting 

remembers telling the facilitator that “there is no…culture [of] pottery here in Dumaguete” 

pointing out that in our history classes we learn that there is a “total Indianization of the 

entire archipelago.” He goes on to say that if indeed such were the case that our potters have 

been “artisans” in the past as festival organizers have claimed, then there would have been 

an improvement aesthetically of the terra cotta pieces and not only the functional pots used 
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for plants and cooking—“banga ug mesitira Ginoo ko”—Tinting remarked in exasperation 

(adding ‘my God’) at the ordinary quality of the pots. At this point in our conversation, 

Tingting stood up from the table in the porch where we had been talking and went inside his 

house to show two “artifacts” that were recovered from the dredging of the river beside his 

house.  He came back with two small whitish pots that looked antiquated, introducing them 

as “800-year old … ceremonial… offering jars.” Because they looked different—not reddish 

earthenware like the Daro pots—they must have been brought through trade, which Tingting 

believes must have come from India (Appendix Interviews – 2).  

 

The term “Indianization”—although generally referring to “Indian cultural influence to 

Southeast Asia”—is a contested term not only referring to theories about the different ways 

Indian influence spread through Southeast Asia but also alerts us to the different traditions 

that constitute the term ‘Indian culture’ itself, such as the interaction between Sanskrit 

culture and other dominant groups (Mishra 1997, 799, 804-805). Understanding the Indian 

influence of Southeast Asia entails acknowledging the multiple layers of Indian culture and 

the complex and active interaction between ‘Indian’ and southeast Asian cultures, where the 

latter is not only seen as passive receiver of these influences but as active agents adapting 

foreign practices according to their own needs (805-806).  

 

Since the Philippine archipelago is part of “maritime Asian trading network” (Abinales and 

Amoroso, 26), various local centers are not isolated from the “main cultural currents” of 

Hindu/Buddhist belief systems, but instead have engaged in varying degrees with these 

‘great traditions’ (34). To some extent, Tingting’s claim of the “Indianization” is valid; for 

instance, some chiefs in the coastal region use Malay-Sanskrit titles for themselves, and 

other polities have established tribute ties with China (Abinales and Amoroso 2005, 35-37). 

However, based on findings by Junker (199, 2018) and Bacus (2000), some of these polities 

did produce local earthenware which, at some point, were circulated in the polities but were 

devalued when people gained items from trade, perhaps the same items that Tingting himself 

had shown us. On the other hand, Tingting’s claim of the various other pots that arrived 

through trade trouble the celebratory narrative of the festival that champion the so-called 

artisanship of ancestors and their ancient pottery practice. Angelo further recognizes that the 

city indeed has the findings to prove that the Dumaguete is supposedly rich with red clay, 

but he further asks if there is a record of any family known for terra cotta practice. For 

Tingting and Angelo, this ‘culture of pottery’—which is celebrated in the festival but is 

perceived as absent in the city—is understood as a flourishing practice that is pervasive and 

visible, with known and famous practitioners, experts, or masters (Appendix Interviews – 

2).  In our conversation, Jackie mentions that she is aware of the critiques of the pulang 
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yuta theme. However, when she asks for other suggestions, no one could give any alternative 

(Appendix Interviews –14).  

 

When asked about the city’s plans for the pottery industry in Daro, Jackie Antonio shares 

their rather grand initial plans of transforming the site into a “heritage village,” by opening 

the houses for tourism so visitors can see the process of creating the pots. She is uncertain 

whether this will be realized within the mayor’s term, since doing so requires rearranging 

the houses in consideration with the road widening program and seeking permission from 

families to consent to the project.  When I brought up various ways on how to revive and 

support the pottery industry, Jackie mentions her disappointment when she mentions ideas 

about possible projects, getting initial enthusiasm from others, but not getting any help since 

others expect that she herself would initiate and implement these plans (Appendix Interviews 

– 14).  

 

In a sudden burst of idealism, I considered contributing to making the ‘terra cotta culture’ 

alive in the city. Our discussion with Jackie veered toward the possibility of making a film 

about the potters in Daro, which Jackie suggested could become a video project for the next 

Sandurot Festival in 2021. However, when I mentioned the film project to Don, a colleague 

in Silliman University, he prompted me to think about whom I am doing the project for 

(Appendix Interview – 15). Whose interest am I serving? Heritage, after all, is a discourse 

which involves judgement and negotiation of value and meanings in constructing identities 

(Smith 2016). Whose heritage? In a conference, Stuart Hall speaks about heritage as a 

“discursive project” in light of debates regarding British heritage, arguing that heritage is a 

carefully constructed “social memory” which involves selecting what to remember and 

forget.  Would I thus be participating in the creation of ‘heritage’—any cultural property 

deemed significant because of its potential cultural and tourism value— for heritage’s sake? 

Do I want to re-arrange the space of Dumaguete, find a way for terra cotta culture to permeate 

in our lived experience, and not only limited to the people navigating the arts spaces, so the 

festival becomes real and relevant in our experience of space (Lefebvre 1998)— to our 

“spatial practice” and not only a celebration of an idealized past through the festival as 

“representational space”? However, what about the potters themselves, what do they think? 

Am I willing to put in the work?  

 

A few weeks later when I was back in Hong Kong, Jackie asked me if I was still interested 

to work on the film. I had earlier put the idea on hold since I needed more time to know 

about the situation and needed more consultation and conversation with Daro residents 

themselves as well as other stakeholders on what they truly want for their space. I told Jackie 
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I would not be able to commit to the video project because of my academic responsibilities. 

For the Sandurot 2021, instead, they organized the Sandurot Festival costume competition.  

 

 

Saksak-sinagol  

With all these various elements of dagit, foreign influence, and pulang yuta fused into the 

Sandurot Festival by festival organizers, the choreographers had to struggle putting a 

coherent presentation. Aside from Ryan’s metaphor of “halo-halo,” Ralph recalls the first 

year when the Pulang Yuta was introduced, “sak-sak sinagol ang mga bayot ato sa una” 

(Appendix Interviews – 7). Binasaya.com translates sak-sak sinagol as “hodgepodge” or 

“mismash,” and bayot as mentioned here by Ralph, referring to themselves choreographers 

as male gays. (Bayot as local gender category will be discussed further in Chapter Three and 

Five). Angelo expresses the challenge of putting various elements together since it entails 

for him three overlapping time periods—the making of terracotta during the protohistoric 

period, the dagit during the Spanish colonial era, and then the arrival of foreign influences. 

Reflecting about the recent addition of pulang yuta, I remarked to Angelo that the festival 

organizers and their consultants could be very idealistic in valorizing the making of pottery 

as an ancient practice. Angelo agreed but those in the “lower level” such as choreographers 

who “implement” the ideas find it difficult to address all these expectations (Appendix 

Interviews – 2). For one, Jackie expects dancers to play around with the concept of clay as 

‘costume’, such as putting clay into the skin, since at the onset they even consulted an artist 

based in Negros Oriental who had his own mud bath festival to make sure the Sandurot 

Festival is different and original. However, for Angelo who has a folk dance background, he 

is keen in choreographing dances that truly represent the time period, since this is the basis 

also of designing costumes as outlined in the folk dance bible of Francisca Reyes Aquino. 

Thus, if the scene reflects a precolonial settlement with a community of potters, their 

costume would be different from a community during the Spanish colonial period which had 

to fight off against the mandaragit (raiders or abductors). Because of the seemingly 

overlapping periods, Angelo mentions this also posed a challenge for Tingting who had to 

design the costume. When I asked Tingting how he went about the design, he replied: “nag 

mugna-mugna ra pud ko” (Appendix Interviews – 2).  

 

Choreographers and costume designers like Angelo and Tingting then have to grapple with 

these claims to the history of Dumaguete which become “sak-sak sinagol” or hodgepodge 

since these festival “themes” do not correspond to clear and linear demarcation lines in 

history. For instance, just as pottery practice has thrived since the protohistoric period until 

now even when clay is no longer present in Daro, dagit raids did not exclusively happen 
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during the Spanish colonial period, since ‘slave-raiding’ had been a common practice in the 

archipelago. It was only during the Spanish colonial period, when the pueblos under 

reduccion had to be at a defensive and could no longer participate in the daguit themselves. 

“Foreign influences” or the arrival of people from different cultures did not only happen 

during the colonial period since polities prior to colonization were part of an Asian maritime 

trade.  The process of understanding and interpreting this history, selecting these episodes 

as unique to the city, then transforming it to a tangible local or Dumaguete identity  and  

embodying this cultural memory through the festival leads to mugna—a playful invention 

and reinterpretation of the ‘folk,’ ‘rural,’ or ‘ancient’—surfacing from culture and tourism 

policies that gather people to perform the city but who also navigate these policies to stake 

their claim on how the city is produced through the festival.  

 

In another possible mugna for the festival, Tingting also reflected about a possible direction 

for the festival in the future, after we were discussing about the difficulty of making the 

pulang yuta theme relevant to the community and deliberating who would be the right people 

to organize support for the pottery industry. Tingting began suggesting the Banica River as 

a potential basis for the festival, “Ang lami kabalo mo unsa, Banica.” Tingting, Angelo, and 

I were sitting on the concrete ledge just outside his home in the middle of the morning, 

overlooking a part of the Banica River. Angelo had driven me with his motorcycle to 

Tingting’s home in Barangay Batinguel since it was quite difficult to reach his house through 

pedicab. The Banica River, according to Tingting, can be considered the origin of 

Dumaguete City because early human settlement is always close to the river. The dance 

presentation could focus on the livelihood around the river such as pangulang (getting 

shrimps), pangisda (fishing), and labandera (referring to a woman doing the laundry in the 

river). When Angelo suggested “pamalas” (extracting sand), Tingting disagreed because it 

is bad for the environment, adding that in the past, no business company has extracted sand 

from the river yet unlike what is happening today. We then discussed the potential of having 

what I referred light-heartedly as Banicanhon Festival; I mentioned that it could reveal the 

past and present of the Banica, and Tingting added that the presentation could explore 

“negative effects” of certain current practices to the river. These conversations, I thought 

aloud with Tingting and Angelo during our ‘picnic’ by the river, reveal how we could 

participate in the ‘shaping of the city’ through the festival since we can determine through 

dance steps, narratives, and ceremonies how the city space is remembered and experienced, 

and ultimately created and produced (Appendix Interviews – 16).  
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SUMMARY 

In Chapter One we learn that the civic festival emerges from culture and tourism policies 

informed by ideals of ‘localizing national identity’ to strengthen cultural identity and 

generate economic gains through tourism. In this chapter, we follow closely how local 

identity is performed in the case of conceptualizing Sandurot Festival to embody Dumaguete 

City identity and history. National policies on decentralization as discussed in the previous 

chapter has led to increased participation of various social actors in the conceptualization, 

organization, and staging of the festival, which we have seen in the collaboration of social 

actors to stage and produce the Sandurot Festival. The Marcosian legacy reverberates in the 

way social actors acknowledge the influence of Imelda Marcos in situating one’s true 

identity to local culture and practices. As part of this legacy, government-organized festivals 

have served to aggrandize political elites.  Furthermore, the elite liberal tradition or the 

ilustrado thought of valorizing the past as source of ‘authenticity’ continues in the way social 

actors rely on pottery as connected to a non-urban and ancient practice which becomes 

Dumaguete’s natural heritage and bearer of authentic Dumaguete identity. These various 

claims about Dumaguete through these conceptualizations about the festival are also made 

in the context of city-making processes, with the city becoming site of economic and cultural 

growth, shaping the ideals of social actors to transform the city space for national and 

international recognition and visibility.  

 

Thus, Dumaguete City is produced through various contesting voices and conversations 

imagining the city as ‘gentle’ and aspiring to become a ‘big city,’ that is urbanized and 

world-class. Social actors attempt to collaborate and create a concrete and coherent 

performance to transmit knowledge about the city even as they have different experiences 

and perceptions about Dumaguete. Through the various festival “themes” of daguit, foreign 

influence, and pulang yuta, social actors assert claims to city’s history, by turning colonial 

legacies (the dominance of local landed elites) as basis for celebrating diversity, 

reconstructing daguit to simultaneously celebrate resilience against ‘raiders’ and co-

existence with Muslims as well as ‘openness’ to other ‘different’ groups, while also 

transforming pottery as symbol for a perceived authentic Dumaguete identity. Through these 

festival themes, social actors attempt to preserve heritage, tradition, and practices of the 

‘folk’ while also expressing ideals of fellowship and cultural diversity to solidify shared 

collective space and propel the development of the city for tourism as well as exert a sense 

of ownership and belonging to the city space in the way they embody the city through ideals 

of authenticity and cultural openness.  
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In the next chapters, we will see how through the collaborative, contentious, creative process 

of mugna, the city is embodied through corporeal practices—going beyond the folk and the 

traditional— which further reveal the desires and aspirations of social actors in how they 

wish to transmit memories and ideals of the city through the body. In performing local 

identity as mugna of the festival, we begin to see in this chapter how social actors produce 

space as their own, generating a feeling of attachment and investment to the city space, in 

the way they select narratives and create embodied practices for the festival—a site to further 

explore the struggle over modernity through acts of belonging. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
EXPLORING THE 2019 SANDUROT FESTIVAL AS MUGNA 

 

Conversation about Choreography as Mugna with Angelo  

 

After meeting Angelo by chance in March of 2020 during an inter-school competition for 

folk arts and performance in Silliman University Luce Auditorium where he was one of the 

board of judges, Angelo would since become my primary interlocuter, linking me with other 

choreographers in the city. As an educator and choreographer who worked with cultural 

institutions in the country, Angelo sees himself as a cultural worker who values civic festivals 

as ways to express and tell us “who we really are.” 

In our conversations, he speaks often with an oratorical tone on the cultural significance of 

festivals in revealing the truth about our identity, but also with sincerity and passion as 

someone who loves to create movement. Why is it important to the community and country? 

He would explain: The festival unites us because Filipinos love to celebrate life; people see 

themselves through the dance and they understand their past and their practices (Appendix 

Interviews – 1). He could also show humour in talking about his work, but also awareness 

on his process of creation. At one point, I asked Angelo and Stephen (another choreographer 

he invited for the discussion) what they call the dance that they do. Angelo responded 

“raket” (colloquial for extra money-making ventures), although quick to add that he was 

only joking. Since he thought that I was asking about what they call the work they do in 

general, as in choreography, “among their circles,” he replied “mugna” (Appendix 

Interviews – 5). 

The word had been springing up in conversations about festival dance. It would become the 

“pulse” in my research field, which I followed to further explore and expand. “I have a 

feeling everything is invention,” I thought aloud to them in a mix of English and Cebuano, 

pertaining to all forms of folk dance from ritual dances to those performed on the stage or 

on the streets. Angelo agreed but explained that his approach for choreography is to center 

on a “seed” (an image or story) as basis for his invention. Stephen and Angelo would later 

say that street dancing or dancing in the coliseum or park (as the showdown) is called 

festival dance (Appendix Interviews – 5). However, I would look back to this conversation, 

incidentally, remembering the seed that Angelo spoke about referring to his technique in 

choreography. Mugna as a creative and collaborative process of creation is anchored on 

the “seed”—the desire to represent and embody the city’s “true” identity often associated 

with the folk and rural. What grows is a reinvention and rediscovery of the folk as social 

actors deliberate and decide how to embody belonging together to the locality. 
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In exploring how and why local identity is performed through the Sandurot Festival, 

Chapters One and Two have discussed the governmental production of space through polices 

that construct the nation and the city as primordial, ancient, and rural to produce ideal 

national subjects with strong sense of cultural identity and civic participation in utilizing 

cultural practices for tourism—in the context of the city’s plans and aspirations for 

urbanization. However, like the festival participants and organizers for the Sinulog and Ati-

atihan festivals discussed in Chapter One, social actors for the Sandurot Festival also 

collaborate and deliberate with each other to assert their interpretation of local identity by 

creating and participating in embodied practices. For Dumaguete, social actors organize 

meetings and activities such as cultural mapping projects along culture and tourism policies 

to determine a distinctive Dumaguete identity—deemed collectively shared and 

experienced—which is embodied and performed through the festival. With social actors 

bringing their own aspirations about the city space, the process of creating local identity is 

suffused with ideals and desire about how this collective space is remembered and lived. 

 

Departing from studies on festivals (Alcedo 2012, 2016; Ness, 1998; Tiatco 2019; Peterson 

2016) that focus on dance and festival participation as vehicle and expression of identity or 

a struggle to express local or national identity, the research examines the Sandurot Festival 

as producing the 'real' or the city space. It highlights the work of social actors, vis-à-vis 

culture and tourism policies, in organizing nodes of belonging through mugna with the body 

as site of meaning-making and energies of investment and attachment to local identity. 

Instead of analyzing the festival as communicating identity, I aim to explore the energy and 

experience of communication, how through embodied practices, attachment to local identity 

is mobilized. Instead of examining what this identity is about, I aim to look at the very 

process itself—identity-making—as the site of this energy to form collectivities. In 

contextualizing the attachment and energy to perform local identity, I refer to Tony Bennett’s 

(2012, 214-216) notion of metacultural practice to follow the complexities of power relations 

among state and local social actors who aim to shape social conduct through the festival, 

instilling a heightened awareness and appreciation to one’s belonging to the city.  The 

Sandurot as “culture complex” is site of social actors’ metacultural practices in the way they 

gather various elements of texts, dances, people, and forms of expertise such as 

choreography, history, and theater. These modes of governmental practices that determine 

how dancing and performing bodies are shaped to articulate city identity in line with cultural 

and touristic goals for the city and the nation state reveal what Foucault (1995)—in his 

analysis of societal systems of discipline that regulate and manage bodies—refers to as the 

‘micro-physics of power’ (26). While this complex interplay of power through government 

actions set the script on how the body transmits the purported story of the city, it also 
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provides the conditions and the coordinates through which social actors actualize their 

aspirations to the locality. A process which will be discussed further in the following 

sections.   

 

In Chapter Two, we follow mugna in the process of performing Dumaguete as daguit, 

cultural confluence, and pulang yuta, which entails a collaborative, creative, and continuous 

acts of social actors that somehow reinforce but also reconfigure production of city space as 

‘folk’ or rural in their attempt to create a coherent portrait of the city through images, stories, 

and dances. However, such attempt at coherence reveals ways social actors navigate 

changing and contending interests of festival organizers on how city is embodied, leading to 

mugna as playful invention and interpretation of chosen narratives and historical accounts 

as basis for city identity and history. This process also hides the power hierarchies of local 

politics in the desire of social actors to create a city space characterized by fellowship and 

openness, the same ideals which also enable social actors to claim the city as site for creative 

collaboration through feelings of connection and attachment to the locality (as will be further 

discussed in this chapter).  

 

In Chapter Three, we will further pay attention to the other access points of the festival as a 

scenario paradigm (Taylor 2003), corporeality and social actors' position in the performance. 

This will enable us to go beyond the festival as a ‘portrait’ (a signifying system or discourse) 

that communicates and represents what the city is about, but more so to be attuned to the 

body as the very site where knowledge about the city is transmitted. It helps to cite Grossberg 

(2006) at this point in framing that the cultural operates not as "texts or technologies or 

commodities" (221) but as assemblage and mediation (189), with the latter defined as the 

"process of becoming actual." Thinking of culture vis-à-vis the euro-modern sense of 

mediation, Grossberg argues, is vital to thinking of the possibilities of other modernities. 

With Sandurot Festival as mediation, we can see that it produces reality and not only 

communicates or expresses reality since discourse and reality are on the same plane, in the 

same manner as expression and content (190-191).  

 

Since this chapter grapples not so much with what is portrayed or communicated but what 

is experienced and felt, I aim to do so through affect, which Grossberg (2006) conceptualizes 

as the "'energy' of mediation." Through such vocabulary or tool, Grossberg argues, we will 

be able to follow the workings – “the agencies and sites of production, mobilization, 

deployment, organization, and management, and transformation" – of mediation as 

becoming actual (193). With this, we can delve deeper on why local identity is performed in 

the way social actors describe their role as cultural workers who derive joy and happiness in 



  

108 

their work for the 'city' and for 'culture and the arts.' One dimension of affect, aside from 

defining "immanence" and "materiality of mediation," refers to the expressive regimes 

organizing affective apparatuses which "construct the feeling of existence, the timbre of 

density of lived reality” (194). With the Sandurot Festival, as site of these affective regimes 

enacted through metacultural practices (Bennett 2012), emerging from policies that 

necessitate attachment to local and national identity and operating through local politics, we 

follow the movement of power through complex interweaving of governmental actions: to 

shape social conduct through the production of the local as site of culture and tourism 

programs but also enable social actors to ascribe meaningfulness and significance to the 

work they do in performing local identity. We further trace how this sense of investment is 

mobilized and redirected to various possible directions based on social actors' claims on city 

space.  

 

With insights from critical ethnography, I approach conversations with social actors in 

talking about our festival experience through "co-presencing" and "co-performative 

witnessing" in deep listening and engagement with each other (Conquergood 2013 ), bearing 

in mind that my subjectivity is informed in relation with my interlocutors (Madison 2005, 6) 

while attempting to capture the polyphony of voices in dialogue where we are also 

performers in the ethnographic act and our identities constructed in the process of 

performance (Conquergood 2013) . Most of the time, I experience the conversations as a 

kind of dancing or ‘sayaw-sayaw’ (further discussed in Chapter 5) as my interlocutors and I 

try to express our own claims about the city and the festival, while I feel my way through 

the conversation by being attuned to our own bodily interaction. 

 

In describing the performance event as scenario, I will pay attention to the structure of 

festival, folk, and folkloric dance forms as well as participation of social actors involved, 

such as organizers, choreographers, dancers, audience including myself. However, in 

analysing dance events, I also draw from my own experience of movement through 

methodologies by Sklar (2000) and Ness (1995, 1998, 2004). Through this, I will be able to 

trace the operations of affect that produce the energy or “density of lived reality” (Grossberg 

2006, 194) expressed as reason for dancing. Aside from biological and philosophical factors, 

Foster (2016, 21) explores the social as one of the reasons from which people derive energy 

for dancing through Randy Martin's concept of mobilization. With the focus on the "kinetic 

effects" instead of the message communicated through dancing, mobilization refers to bodies 

moving together—the choreographers, the dancers, and audience—where bodily energy 

leads to possibilities of purposeful social action as well as new social formations.  
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To find out the course of movement of this energy in forming subjects and collectivities, it 

is helpful to consider the concept of mobilization as it relates to dancing. Since mobilization, 

according to Martin, is 'capacity for movement’ this becomes—as further explained by 

Siegmund (2016, 28)—a “vector of energy that stimulates bodies and their movement.”  

Exploring the political in the field of aesthetics as residing in the multiple possibilities 

engendered by dance, Siegmund relates Menke' s concept of force to Randy Martin's project 

in arguing about the relationship between dance and politics through dance as mobilization 

instead of resistance. Furthermore, examining the potential of dance as play is crucial to 

further analyze the energy mobilised through dance, in the way—according to Thrift (1997) 

— dance ‘…eludes the grasp of power’ (citing Radley) in conjuring ‘virtual,’ ‘as-if’ worlds 

(citing Pini) through embodied practices (149-150).  

 

Framing dance as ‘play’ and mobilization, this chapter further examines the affective 

apparatuses of performance through the Sandurot 2019 events to trace the direction of the 

bodily energy generated through mugna. This chapter further traces the energy of dancing 

as mobilized by social actors in deliberating about how to embody city space and staging 

dance presentations particularly in the context of urbanization and privatisation that aims to 

'develop' the city as global and 'smart.' Mugna, I argue, does not elude nor confront power 

but harnesses it to create a speculative, alternative but present ‘elsewhere’ (Thrift 1997, 150) 

– a shared collective memory or destination. This solidifies attachment or desire to the city 

through a celebration of local identity which is also the same impetus that drives social actors 

to contest urban projects and reconfigure the real in the struggle over modernity.  

 

Sandurot Festival 2019  

The Sandurot Festival in 2019 held from September 20 to October 2 marks the third year the 

festival has been celebrated as a standalone festival since 2017. Prior to that, the Sandurot 

had been part of the city fiesta and charter day celebration in November. With a compendium 

of events and activities such as art and food fairs, marathon, cooking contest, film festival, 

concerts, and dance lectures, the Sandurot Festival features the Paghimamat (ceremony), 

Pasundayag (street dance), and the Pasigarbo (Showdown) as its main events. (See Figure 

6 for schedule of events.)  Instead of having the Paghimamat as prologue to the parade and 

showdown which had been the practice in the previous years, the ceremony was held on the 

second day of the festival to open the festivities.  
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The Sandurot Festival 2019 reflects the city government’s focus and attention given to 

culture and arts. The Dumaguete Tourism, Arts, and Heritage Code (Ordinance No. 46 Series 

of 2009) had just been passed in May of the same year—institutionalizing the celebration of 

the Sandurot every September and forming the Hugkat Commission as the umbrella 

committee for the Arts, Tourism, and Heritage councils which initiates, monitors, and 

evaluates culture and arts programs in the city. The support given to the Sandurot Festival is 

part of the renewed interest given to both cultural and urban development programs by the 

city’s current administration which seek to make the city globally visible and competitive 

(Demecilo 2019; Lupad Dumaguete 2021). Also, the city’s desire to create a more authentic 

festival—one which is deemed to truly represent the city’s distinct local culture— is aligned 

with the current trend of culture, tourism, and creative economy policies for cultural 

Figure 6 Schedule of Events for Sandurot Festival 2019.  
Picture from the Sandurot 2019 Facebook page  
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planning and documentation (Mercado and Tolentino, 2018; Sino-cruz, 2019; Saavedra, 

2019). Social actors’ aspirations to promote the city for tourism and to preserve heritage are 

supported by and fostered through these local and national policies.  

 

In line with the focus to improve the Sandurot Festival, a series of meetings and consultations 

with artists and cultural workers along with those affiliated with the NCCA were 

spearheaded by tourism officer Jackie Antonio. After choosing the natural heritage of red 

clay and pottery or pulang yuta as basis for the festival theme, musicians and choreographers 

were tasked to create distinct music and movement for the Sandurot. To do this, the tourism 

office facilitated a field trip with artists to a town in Negros Oriental around the first quarter 

of 2019 to observe a community of potters (Appendix Interviews – 4, 5, 13, and 14).  

 

Together with another choreographer, Angelo was tasked to create the four basic dance steps 

which must be integrated into the dance parade and showdown. Each of the four dance steps 

was performed by a dancer on video; the video clips were then circulated among the 

participating choreographers.  

The four dance steps include the following:  

• Yatak: beating the clay on the ground with the use of the feet (Figure 7) 

• Hulma: shaping the clay to form the pot (Figure 8)  

• Dagit: resisting the mandaragit or the raiders (Figure 9)  

• Pakigsandurot: celebrating fellowship (Figure 10)  

(The pictures are screen caps from the video clips forwarded by Angelo Sayson.)  
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Yatak (Figure 7) 
to stamp one’s foot; to soften the soil to prepare it for molding    

Hulma (Figure 8) 
to mold; refers to potters’ action of molding the clay    
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These dance steps reflect the attempt to put together various elements of the Dumaguete 

story based on social actors’ ideals and perspectives about the city. This task leads to a 

playful recreation of rurality and the traditional, which can be seen in the caption of the 2019 

Sandurot Festival Logo uploaded by the 2019 Sandurot (2019) Facebook page. (See figure 

11). The logo, designed by Dumaguete graphic artist Aziza Daksla, is escribed as “dance 

kneading clay with water” referencing the pottery tradition of Barangay Daro. The letters of 

Dagit (Figure 9)  
to snatch or abduct; referring to people’s resistance against raiders   
  

Pakigsandurot (Figure 10)  
fellowship; shows merrymaking  
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Sandurot are in shades of brown and yellow, with some letters formed with images of 

handprint, footprint, and the belltower. The caption further explains that the campanario 

formed by the letter A at the center is symbolic of the “very cultural identity of Dumaguete.” 

The colors surrounding the logo represent the “meeting of cultures that define the city.” With 

this, the Paghimamat, the Pasigarbo, and Pasundayag reiterate these articulations of 

Dumaguete identity as rooted in the terra cotta tradition and as emerging from the meeting 

of different cultures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter analyzes the Sandurot Festival 2019 through these three main performance 

events, by using both the archive and repertoire as modes of knowledge transmission. I refer 

to the archive, specifically the video footage of the Paghimamat, Pasigarbo, and 

Pasundayag as uploaded on Facebook and Youtube as well as the repertoire, which pertains 

to my experience of attending public ceremonies and participating in dance lessons with 

social actors. Through ethnography as performance (Taylor 2003; Conquergood 2013), I 

further explore our (my own and social actors’) positions in the paradigm as we try to 

understand how knowledge about the locality is transmitted through corporeal acts.   

 

Approaching the Sandurot Festival 2019 as a scenario of rediscovery, I further discuss its 

three performance events Paghimamat, Pasigarbo, and Pasundayag as sites of mugna in 

two ways: playfulness or a rediscovery and reinterpretation of the ‘rural’ and the ‘folk’; and 

acts of creativity by staging, creating, and realizing corporeal practices and narratives based 

on contestations and negotiations of social actors about the city.  

Figure 11 Sandurot Festival 2019 Logo  
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Paghimamat: Ceremony and Play  

This section will explore how the Paghimamat can be seen as mugna. Firstly, through its 

playful reinvention and reinterpretation of the city’s cultural memory—based on historical 

accounts and oral lore—the Paghimamat combines the fantastic and the factual, featuring 

the main characters of Dumaguete history such as the goddess Lalahon, the presumably 

Flamenco dancers, and dancing dragons as well as showing dance segments that go beyond 

folk dancing in the way they express ideals about the locality’s shared past. Secondly, the 

ceremony actualizes the aspirations of unity and collective acts of creativity by fostering 

audience camaraderie and emphasizing the collaboration of various groups in staging the 

performance, which is made strikingly apparent through the ‘photo op’ with performers, 

organizers, and city officials after the ceremony.  

 

The Paghimamat 2019 was held on the Rizal Boulevard near the reclaimed area called 

Pantawan III which was then undergoing construction. The stage for the ceremony is a 

horizontal platform with a vertical path resembling a runway placed at the center forming a 

letter T. The stage was set against the sea, sky, and pile of land which would eventually be 

paved to accommodate the bigger crowd for the Paghimamat in the future—as promised by 

the Mayor in his closing speech. Although the reclamation project for the extended space 

initially met opposition (Yap 2019), the Pantawan III had been completed by 2021 which 

became the site of the Panilongon Landmark as part of the quincentennial celebration of the 

circumnavigation of the world to indicate that Negros Island (reportedly called Panilongon 

in Pigafetta’s accounts) was one of the stops in the Magellan–Elcano expedition. Consisting 

of a pedestal with a globe on top of it, the monument is one of 34 markers across the country 

which tell the story of the voyage according to the Filipino perspective (Lomotan 2021). The 

Pantawan III is part of a chain of reclamation projects that sought to further develop the city 

by providing shoreline protection and venue for recreational activities (“Civil works 

continue…” n.d.; “McCann on Dumaguete shoreline projects…” 2021), while also 

foreshadowing the proposed reclamation project for a 174-hectare island fronting the city’s 

coast which was revealed in July 2021.  

 

The site to perform Dumaguete’s story is performed on the very site that concretizes the 

city’s many aspirations. The naming of the Boulevard after the national hero Jose Rizal as 

well as the building of the Panilongon marker suggest the city’s desire to be in sync with 

what Anderson (1991, 26) calls the ‘homogenous time and space’ of the nation. Although 

Anderson was referring to novels and newspapers as sites to examine how nations imagine 

themselves as a solid “sociological organism moving calendrically,” city space can also be 
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read with how it desires to be enfolded within national history. On the other hand, calling 

the reclaimed area pantawan or porch (an extension of a house) imbues the public space with 

domestic intimacy and familiarity as well as a sense of ownership with its name the Pantawan 

III, the “People’s Park.” With the Pantawan construction as the background for the 

Paghimamat 2019 and eventually the site for the Panilongon marker, the setting invokes a 

shared cultural memory as the city is poised to assert its presence and visibility across the 

nation and the globe.  

 

However, the setting evoked through the Paghimamat does not point to a clear, identifiable 

location in contrast to other festivals which would center the locality to a village or the 

countryside by highlighting a common livelihood, an agricultural product, or a tourist spot. 

Instead, the ceremony features a linear sequence on the entry and arrival of various 

“influences” into the city. This format has been first conceptualized by Tingting Delfin and 

Prodi Sirilan who designed the Sandurot Festival based on their idea of the city as “a melting 

pot of cultures.” Tingting sought to pattern the ceremony from the “Kasaysayan ng Lahi,” a 

grand parade during the Marcos regime featuring the country’s ethnic groups to open an 

international beauty pageant contest, reflecting the regime’s interest in exhibiting ‘folk 

culture’ for tourism (Espiritu 2015). However, even though the Sandurot Festival was meant 

to showcase “something indigenous” to the city like the Sinulog and the Ati-atihan 

(Lecciones 1988), the “unity” and “fusion” of the Dumaguete and the foreign elements that 

the Paghimamat aims to show troubles the conception of the local as connected to an ancient 

often precolonial time or to a remote countryside as bearer of local distinctiveness. The 

Paghimamat does attempt to highlight the city’s precolonial roots, tracing its beginnings 

from an “outpost of a great maritime kingdom” to a “coming together of different people” 

that arrived through colonization, raiding, and migration. The city’s Sandurot narrative 

seems to struggle to keep up with the nation’s ‘time and space’ as it aims to embody what it 

perceives to be its own history and identity.  

 

In the video of the event “Paghimamat 2019” uploaded by Dumaguete Tourism (2019) on 

YouTube, Glynda starts by greeting the crowd and reminding everyone the reason for the 

gathering—“saulugon (to celebrate) atong (our) pagka-Dumagueteno.” Glynda highlights 

the repetitiveness of the act “niana na pud ta karon” (we are here again) drawing attention to 

the function of ceremony as ritual. The city space is not only embodied through the play 

featured in the ceremony, but the participation of the audience makes the embodiment—of 

the imagined ideal of togetherness— possible. Glynda further explains to the audience in a 

mix of Cebuano and English the Dumaguete identity as “melting pot”—“Kitang mga taga-

Dumaguete produkto ta sa  nagkadaiyang impluensya…” (We in Dumaguete are product 
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of various influences...)  She continues that the Paghimamat means “pag-abi-abi” or the act 

of welcoming “atong mga bisita” (our visitors) to the “city of gentle and genteel people.” 

With the use of first-person plural, “ato” (our) or “kita,” the ceremony reiterates the 

performance of the city as a distinct collectivity. As standard for any public ceremony which 

starts with the prayer and later the National Anthem, Glynda calls three church 

representatives to lead the prayer— a priest, a pastor, and an imam—again to underscore the 

many kinds of difference constituting Dumaguete space.  

 

“Ancient people of Buglas”: Lalahon and Si Pilemon  

After the singing of the National Anthem, Glynda goes back to the stage and finally 

introduces the play: “Ladies and Gentlemen, ang Paghimamat.” As she walks out of the 

stage, the actors take their position. The actors wearing colourful costume and headdress lie 

prostrate on the horizontal platform, while a female actor wearing a green dress kneel on the 

vertical stage; all of them turning their back from the audience. After an artist plays the 

budjong or a conch shell at the corner of the stage, the music begins and the woman in green 

dress starts chanting and dancing around the actors behind her who were wearing 

headdresses of flowers and animal. According to ceremony director Nikki Cimafranca, these 

actors portray the plants and animals considered endemic to the province (Appendix 

Interviews – 13). The actors also mimic the animal movements based on the headdress they 

are wearing. They start moving as if to slowly wake up, dancing more vigorously then 

surrounding the female actor while they all gather at the centre. (See Figure 12.)  

 

The sound of the conch shell is heard again, and the woman actor starts speaking: “Listen, 

do you hear that?” The sound, she continues, “calls us to remember where we came from, 

how we came about, and how this town called Dumaguet sprung from the mist of the past to 

become one it is today. A meeting place of blood, ways, and aspirations.” This statement 

reiterates the importance of the ceremony as a repetitive act of invoking shared cultural 

memory which determines the present space of the city. The female actor then proceeds to 

introduce herself as Lalahon “the goddess of this land,” offspring of Laon who created 

Buglas. She speaks about her mission: “I come with you here to the deep blue of these 

Visayan seas to remind you of our history,” mentioning a flourishing maritime kingdom 

until the arrival of the “White man.” She continues to talk about the sea as a place “where 

we begin.” 
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She pauses and the background music stops, replaced by the familiar beginning tune of “Si 

Pilemon,” a popular Visayan folk song talking about the humorous tale of the fisherman 

Pilemon who sells his fish into the market only to have enough money to buy tuba (coconut 

wine). Lalahon introduces the first set of performers by saying, “Consider the ancient people 

of Buglas. They people this island… In that mist of forgotten history, they thrive.” The 

dancers around 20 of them slowly gather into the stage in front of the raised platform; with 

their back to the audience, they wave at the fisher folks on their bancas sailing slowly near 

the shore. The men on the bancas, members of the Calindagan Fishermen’s Association, 

wave back smilingly at the dancers who are wearing the familiar type of brightly coloured 

and hyperstylized folk dance costume usually seen in street dance parades and festivals.  

 

The dancers then position themselves on the stage to begin dancing. The whimsical folk 

song tune of “Si Pilemon” is then replaced by the sound of drumbeats, while dancers perform 

the rapid street dancing movements with the basic Sandurot dance steps. After a while, the 

drumbeats transitioned into a rondalla14 rendition of “Si Pilemon” as dancers bring in 

bamboo poles and move to the center of the stage with the rest of the dancers to form a boat 

 
14 Frequently used as accompaniment to folk song and dance, the rondalla is "a musical 
ensemble made up of plucked string instrument brought to the islands by Europeans but 
adapted over the years into locally made versions” (Castro 2015, 97). 
 

Figure 12 The narrator as Lalahon is surrounded by her ensemble of 
dancers portraying animals and plants endemic to the province. Picture 
from the Sandurot 2019 Facebook Page  
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structure. Women kneel on the stage and face the audience while holding each other’s arms, 

together forming the ‘base’ of the boat (see figure 12). One male dancer is perched on the 

back of several dancers as he moves his arms like he is rowing a boat, while the four dancers 

move the bamboo poles like paddles.  

 

The dancers perform more dance steps with the rondalla sound, dancing individually then 

in pairs with male and female dancers. The scene mimics a village or a barrio in fiesta: 

Women wave their hands enthusiastically, sitting on the bamboo poles placed on each of the 

shoulders of two male dancers, while the rest of the dancers chant joyfully toward the end 

of the song. The song then transitions to the festival dance sound with dancers joining hands 

together and again performing the rapid choreography of the street dance movement. The 

song stops, the dancers gather at the center of the stage, as if to greet each other while 

exuding a merry-making atmosphere. And as they exit the stage, the rondalla sound resumes 

while dancers form their boat structure again: women hold hands together as they walk to 

the right side of the stage; male dancers hold the bamboo poles; one dancer stands on top of 

the dancers’ back as he waves goodbye to the audience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lalahon  

The ceremony’s linear sequence of the story resembles the liberal elites’ narrating of history 

as that of progression from the native people to colonial groups culminating to the triumph 

of nation state (Ileto 1997); however, with Lalahon as narrator, the ceremony complicates 

the linear history since it locates the city to the realm of a reimagined and fantastic world 

through a reinterpretation of Philippine mythology. It is interesting to note that whereas the 

Figure 13 Dancers of the NORSU Kabilin Dance Troupe form a boat 
structure to the tune of the folk song ”Si Pilemon.” Picture from 
dumaguetecity.gov.ph  
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host of the ceremony speaks directly to the audience mainly in Cebuano with a few English 

phrases, the story is told by Lalahon completely in English. 

 

As fictionist, Ian Casocot who wrote the script for the Paghimamat, is also known as a writer 

of speculative fiction especially with his Heartbreak and Magic: Stories of Fantasy and 

Horror (2011) which feature some stories about Dumaguete and its neighbouring towns set 

in a fantastic landscape. Writing about the potential of Philippine speculative fiction as well 

as critiquing how it is narrowly defined as fantastic literature, Sanchez (2010, 43) sees that 

Philippine speculative fiction, with its elements of the “unreal,” allow “transgressions” by 

combining mythological, historical, present, and future characters and setting. With this, the 

speculative elements enable the Filipino writer to utilize the Anglo-American genre to 

“reimagine Filipino experience” by addressing relevant themes concerning nation, identity, 

gender, among others. Ian’s choice of Lalahon as narrator shows his attempt to reimagine 

Dumaguete through the elements of Visayan mythology. With the goddess Lalahon as 

storyteller, the Paghimamat becomes fantastic, something Tingting describes as “fancy” 

(Appendix Interviews – 2).  

 

Tingting mentioned that during his time as artistic director, he opened the ceremony with a 

reinterpretation of Palihi—a ritual performed in many towns of Negros Orienal beseeching 

the gods or spirits to bless new ventures, which is led by a manglilihi or the community’s 

priestess or healer (“Foundation University,” 2016). This shows the attempt to sanctify the 

ceremony, bringing it closer to the realm of worship practices in daily life—what Tingting 

described as “raw culture” —by extending the efficacy of sacred ritual to the ceremony 

(Shechner 2013, 78-79). Thus, for Tingting, the previous staging of the ceremony is different 

from the current Paghimamat with its embellishments. For Angelo, he saw the “magical” 

element as necessary, a strategy or device for the ceremony to have coherence as a “theatre 

play.” (Chapter 5 will further discuss Tingting’s role as healer in the Palihi ritual).  

 

In his recollection, Tingting directed the Paghimamat with Prodi until around 2012. After 

2012, current Paghimamat director Nikki Cimafranca recalled that during this time he—

through YATTA15 (Youth Advocate for Theater Arts)—started working with the city’s 

 
15 Founded in 2005, YATTA (Youth Advocates Through Theater Arts) aims to promote awareness 
on social issues concerning the youth and children through the performing arts. Grounded on 
PAGASA or hope in empowering the youth, YATTA believes in a theater that fosters critical 
reflection and creativity in contributing “positive action” or intervention and developing a 
“nurturing community.” YATTA works with various organizations such as schools, churches, or 
civil society groups, in offering training and performance. (From the Facebook page of YATTA). 
Nikki is a pioneering member and president of YATTA from 2016-2020 (Appendix – Interviews 
13).  
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tourism office to stage the Paghimamat. Nikki mentions their various creative approaches 

to the ceremony but appreciates Ian’s script which they have used since 2018 since it weaves 

various elements of the Dumaguete story through Lalahon. Thus, the ceremony becomes 

informative (“based on facts”) and fantastic through the scriptwriter’s interpretation of 

archival documents on Dumaguete history and the performers’ embodiment of this 

interpretation of local identity (Appendix Interviews – 13).  

 

“Si Pilemon”  

As Lalahon introduces the “ancient people of Buglas,” the folk song tune of “Si Pilemon” is 

heard while dancers enter the stage. Here, the folk—something that is not current and urban 

(Castro 2011, 68)—is used to evoke the beginnings of the city. Interestingly, the fisherfolks 

who inhabit the present everyday space of the city enter the performance representing the 

“ancient people of Buglas.” Fishing as a non-urban mode of living becomes symbolic of the 

city’s past.  

 

However, the folk as the past is also made spectacular in the ceremony through the mixing 

of the sound and movement of festival street dancing and the folk. Although folk dance could 

be an encompassing term that refers to actual dances in the community and those 

reinterpreted for various functions such as entertainment or protest (Villaruz 2006, 30; 

Beltran et. al 2017), Philippine folk dance as invented by Francisca Reyes Aquino refers to 

the strict documentation and performance of actual dancing practices to preserve them. Folk 

dancing in this tradition is perceived to be more authentic compared to folkloric dancing 

(which reinterprets folk dances for an audience), in the way they are claimed to represent 

actual dance practices in the community and to constitute nation’s dance heritage. Festival 

street dancing, on the other hand, is seen as commercialized and politicized or even 

denigrating of local culture despite some critics’ observation on how they can be a site of 

identity making and creativity (Villaruz 2006; Peterson 2016).  

 

However, as a mass form of dancing influenced by folk dance and to an extent dance theatre 

of folkloric dance troupe (Peterson 156, 163, 178), street dancing can be created from folk 

dance technique and methodology, as mentioned by Ness (1992) who wrote about the 

Sinulog civic parade where the constructed dance becomes authenticated as tradition itself. 

The Sandurot basic movements are created as well by folk dance teachers such as Angelo 

Sayson who now becomes, like the Physical Education teachers creating the Sinulog dance 

parade movement, ‘authenticators’ of tradition (Ness 1992, 182). However, the “Si Pilemon” 

dance in the ceremony, with the blending of the basic Sandurot steps and the folk sound and 

movement, further highlights the fluidity of these dance forms as modes of corporeal 



  

122 

practices that are created to transmit knowledge about belonging to a collectivity—a city, 

community, or country.  

 

While I was talking to a dance director backstage during the video shooting for Paghimamat 

2020, I mentioned to him about my preoccupation about the difference between festival and 

folk dancing. He said that for him, folk dancing involves research and documentation while 

festival is “man-made.” He laughs and clarifies the phrase “man-made,” explaining that 

festival dances are made and created for these events. However, as Gonzalves (2010) has 

pointed out Philippine folk dancing was invented by Francisca Reyes Aquino, which implies 

a certain degree of constructedness not unlike festival dancing. Reyes Aquino, herself, added 

dances she herself created to the “folk dance canon,” giving them the same status with the 

rest of the dances in the collection (Declan 2014, 405).  

 

Despite this, the Philippine Folk Dance Society (PFDS), an organization founded by 

Francisca Reyes Aquino, continues their mission of “preserving vanishing traditions of the 

country” through researching and documenting these dances in Sayaw with the use of 

Aquino’s pedagogical and research tools. Even though recorded dances “allow for individual 

interpretation,” the introduction for Sayaw (2003) penned by then PFDS President Larry 

Gabon highlights that “the basci [sic] features, characteristics as described by the folk in the 

region” should be preserved. Philippine folk dance, the performance transcribed on the page 

based on actual dance practice, becomes fixed and permanent becoming the nation’s dance 

heritage, even to the point of alienating actual dance practices in the community (Peterson 

2016, 115-116; Namiki 2016, 230). 

 

A dance lesson I had with Roui on “Polka Biana,” a folk dance from Zamboanguita City, 

shows how folk dance is deeply associated with strict documentation.  A former student of 

mine in one of my literature classes, Roui is a member of a Dumaguete-based dance 

company Kahayag Dance Company Philippines, Inc. When I was complaining to Roui how 

the turns made me light-headed, he paused for a moment and thought about changing the 

dance movements to accommodate my concern. However, he hesitated and decided against 

it because he said he would not want to alter the dance steps already documented in the book 

(Appendix Events – 2).  

 

On the one hand, Angelo who is both a member of the Philippine Folk Dance Society and 

choreographer for festival dances straddles between innovation and tradition. Although he 

acknowledges that a slight change in movement is an “issue in the community” (pertaining 

to the PFDS), he also mentions that the PFDS does not impose anything on how the steps 
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are choreographed or interpreted as long as they are done correctly. He also makes important 

decisions regarding choreographing cultural dances whether dance is for entertainment or 

education. According to him, in a formal education setting, folk dances such as “Polka 

Biana” should be performed correctly according to how they are documented; however, for 

entertainment purpose, such as street dancing for festival, there is room for innovation 

(Appendix Interviews – 5). Since the civic festival addresses the goals of both culture and 

tourism policies, the festival can be understood as product of metacultural practice (Bennett 

2012), where social actors gather different forms of expertise to shape social conduct, by 

instilling in appreciation of local heritage to strengthen cultural identity but also staging 

spectacular productions to draw crowds and tourists. Discussions about the civic festival 

thus bring up debates regarding innovation and tradition as it aims to entertain and teach 

audience about the locality.  

 

Interestingly, the narrative of folk dance—which Declan (2014, 403) gathers by referencing 

the introduction to Reyes Aquino’s folk dance manuals—fulfils the dual function of cultural 

education and tourism: “Filipinos will feel proud and foreigners will be impressed by the 

folk dances.” Despite their insistence on archiving folk dances and performing the archive 

correctly, the Philippine Folk Dance Society itself is supportive of festivals, with members 

serving as consultants and board of judges for civic festivals. For instance, Randyll Villones 

(2019), the president of Philippine Folk Dance Society, writes about the process of creating 

a local dance festival based on research of people’s practices in the community. This 

ethnographic research mirrors the research method of folk dance and folkloric dance 

researchers pioneered by Reyes Aquino to assert the authenticity of the dance.   

 

The folk as a modern construction is malleable, whether as folk dance or the “folk-inflected” 

festival dance, to be formed according to the goals of social actors in shaping the body as 

transmitter of knowledge about the collectivity. The “Si Pilemon segment” of the 

Paghimamat educates and entertains audience, both inhabitants and visitors, by combining 

festival sound and movement with an identifiably folk sound to interpret the past as a 

spectacular rurality through exuberant festival dancing while also relegating current non-

urban livelihood into this distant and fantastic past. The Paghimamat is performed by the 

people of Dumaguete for the city inhabitants themselves, by transmitting and celebrating 

Dumaguete identity, so the people can remember their shared beginnings. However, since it 

has a touristic function, it provides room for playfulness, so cultural memory is performed 

to be entertaining. With this, the fisherfolks and the festival dancers both embody the 

“ancient people of Buglas” as told by the incongruously English-speaking goddess Lalahon 

along with her ensemble of dancing plant and animal figures.  
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“Pulang Yuta is kita” 

To continue telling the history of the city, Lalahon walks to the podium after the dancers 

walk out of the stage, this time moving from the concept of the ‘sea’ as marker of home to 

the ‘earth’ as the site of “[forging] the beginning of our identity.” To introduce pottery as 

ancient practice and the heritage of the city, Lalahon ruminates about the significance of the 

earth as the “locus” where dreams and ideas of about home, community, and belonging are 

realized. The Pulang Yuta aims to show how the people—living in precolonial settlements 

within the area that would later become Dumaguete—shaped the earth through earthenware 

pottery which held importance in establishing relationships in the community. Interestingly, 

nothing in the narrative ‘roots’ the pottery practice into Dumaguete; no details are provided 

about pottery as current but almost disappearing livelihood. Since the narrative is an 

amalgamation of fantasy and facts, pottery is given no realism but exists as an indicator of 

an ancient past.  

 

Equally ambiguous is the dance that follows—the “Pulang Yuta” dance, which does not 

make any direct reference to folk and rural imagery but is more of a creative interpretation 

of the red earth being shaped into pots (see Figure 13). Dancers—wearing a complex 

costume of gold blouse and red trousers underneath a skirt (cut up in panels)—have a small 

earthenware pot on their head. With the rustic and earthy sound of the music, different from 

the rapid street dancing movement or the festival rondalla sound, the dancers move slowly, 

while making a lot of arm movements. The pottery practice, through the dance, is celebrated 

as an almost numinous symbol for a shared precolonial tradition.  Tingting complains that 

the dance does not anyway mirror Dumaguete. He made this observation publicly by 

commenting on the “Paghimamat 2020” video production (which featured the same dance) 

uploaded by the Dumaguete City Tourism Office (2020) Facebook page, citing that the 

dance is a “bastardization” of a dance from Thailand. Because the dance functions in the 

realm of the symbolic, the dance does not imitate the movement of people, where folk dance 

would be able to do.  
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According to Tingting Delfin, choreographers who are trained in folk dance are more aware 

of their relationship to their environment and can capture and transmute movement (of 

people and animals) in the earth into the stage (Appendix Interviews –2). When Angelo 

demonstrated to me how he created the movements for the basic Sandurot dance steps last 

December 13, 2020, we were on an open field at the Rizal Boulevard. We stood facing each 

other, while he recalled watching the potters at work during their fieldtrip as he explained 

how the hulma and yatak steps were made. To explain the yatak step, Angelo explained that 

potters feel the clay with their feet, moving their other foot around the clay in circles while 

balancing themselves to lean on the other knee with their hands. They do this to make sure 

the clay is soft and smooth, removing pebbles and stones that they feel with their feet. Angelo 

then moved his feet repeatedly against the ground toward the back, as if pounding the soil 

to make it soft and making a stamping (yatak) motion. We then brought our forearm to our 

forehead, imitating the potters who would wipe the sweat off their brow (Appendix 

Interviews – 8).  

 

In showing the hulma or pikpik step, we squatted on the ground as he tried to mimic the 

movement of the potters in shaping the pot so delicately and gently with their hands to shape 

(hulma) the clay according to the round form of the pot. We moved our upper torso side to 

side mimicking the potters who check whether the pot is correctly shaped. Angelo showed 

Figure 14 Dancers of Foundation University’s Buglasayaw Dance Troupe 
perform the Pulang Yuta dance. Picture from dumaguetecity.gov.ph  
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how potters tapped (pikpik) the clay gently with their hands to make sure the clay has 

hardened. While following Angelo’s movements as he explained his experience of observing 

the potters, I felt that we were indeed copying potters’ actions to represent this reality on the 

stage. While Angelo and I were sharing our thoughts about the basic steps, I reflected about 

how the dance steps are different ways the city wants to tell its story and Angelo adds “to 

paint a picture of who we are” (Appendix Interviews – 8). For Angelo, civic festival dances 

are representation of reality, when I asked him the relevance of the Pulang Yuta direction 

and theme of the Sandurot, he responded, “Pulang Yuta is us. Pulang Yuta is kita” (Appendix 

Interviews – 4).  

 

With his folk dance training, Angelo would see how dance should represent reality, since 

actual dance practices from communities are recorded then become documented to become 

representative of a certain group, a town, a city, and by extension the country. Aside from 

their background working with cultural workers and institutions, Tingting and Angelo 

perhaps understood my research as emphasizing the cultural ‘value’ of the festival as it 

relates to how it solidifies cultural identity through its portrayal of the locality. With this, 

they seemed to amplify the need for the festival to be authentic in representing actual 

community practices. However, the touristic function of civic festivals troubles the 

‘representative’ function of the dances. For this reason, Angelo and Tingting navigate the 

lines between the entertainment and didactic aspect of the dances in the civic festival. While 

they would disapprove of the highly embellished and spectacular dances in the civic festival, 

Tingting acknowledges that dance still is “a developing art”; however, he argues that young 

choreographers for the festival should “research” their own communities for existing dances 

as basis for choreographing their festival dance instead of relying on videos of other festivals 

uploaded on YouTube (Appendix Interviews – 2).  

 

Both Tingting and Angelo argue that it is necessary to have innovations and embellishments 

for festival dance, but they should be anchored on a “baseline” (Appendix Interviews – 2), 

which for the Sandurot refers to the fundamental steps of Yatak, Hulma, Dagit, and 

Pakigsandurot. However, when these dance steps are performed as part of the dance 

production for the parade and showdown, they do not simply reference the pottery action. 

For instance, the “hulma” step when performed standing up, simultaneously with more 

pronounced hip swaying, would be unlike the movement of the potters who squat while 

shaping the clay. The “pikpik” movement when performed with arms tapping 

simultaneously upward and downward, would be inconsistent with how potters tap the clay 

gently.  
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More so, the “Pulang Yuta” dance in the Paghimamat would run counter against the 

representational function that Angelo and Tinging are expecting from dances that 

supposedly express a particular culture, which in this case is the pottery culture of 

Dumaguete. The Sandurot Festival as cultural expression is best approached not as merely 

representative of a culture or a mirror of reality but as mediating reality by creating and 

producing the real, which is captured as a momentary incomplete movement toward totality 

(Grossberg 2010). Dumaguete is not a static concept, a pregiven picture which the dances 

and the ceremony would have to merely represent or express. But the city is a process of 

ever-changing aspirations and intentions which social actors attempt to embody through 

corporeal practices. 

 

The “Pulang Yuta” dance shows this very process of articulating the identity of the city based 

on red earth which was actually used by a community of potters at some point in time in the 

past, since in the present time, people (a few artists and observers as well as the storeowner 

I have interviewed) have mentioned that red clay is no longer abundant or is barely existent 

in Daro.  It is interesting to note that like the “Si Pilemon” dance segment, the “Pulang 

Yuta” dance celebrates pottery not as daily practice but rather transforms this non-urbanized 

mode of livelihood to become symbolic of the city’s past. In this case, the more creative and 

interpretive mode of dancing, instead of folk dancing, becomes more fitting to serve the 

purpose of social actors to showcase pottery as symbolic of a shared precolonial past.  The 

local—the so-called ancient people of Buglas, the fisherfolks, and the potters—has been 

made to become symbols of belonging to the city and nation, as embodied by dancers and 

even the fisherfolk themselves. When asked about the significance of the festival, Angelo 

mentioned that Pulang Yuta is “kita” or “us.” However, the “us” – or in this case the local 

or the performance of the local – is dynamic and changing, depending on the decision of 

social actors involved in the governmental functions.  The festival is a site of these acts and 

attempts to transform aspirations of the “us” into the real—as embodied knowledge about 

the city through corporeal practices such as the “Pulang Yuta” dance.  

 

 

Daguit and cultural influences 

One aspiration of social actors is to portray Dumaguete as resilient, revolving around the 

history of raiding and abductions or daguit as the basis—according to some oral lore—for 

the name of Dumaguete. In Chapter Two, we learn that the scriptwriter for Paghimamat 

2019, Ian Casocot, wanted to contextualize daguit within the Spanish colonization, as the 

response of people from the south of the Philippines to Spanish encroachment to their 
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territory, to give more complexity to the raiders who are often embodied and portrayed as 

Muslims or ‘marauding moors.’ 

 

As discussed in Chapter Two, the daguit accounts of Dumaguete can be contextualized 

within colonial history where coastal pueblos were subjected to maritime raids; however, 

these raids have been prevalent even before the Spanish colonization (Cleope 2011; Abinales 

and Amoroso 2005). Social actors for the festival, on the other hand, have incorporated arnis 

to highlight how the townsfolk fought back against the raiders, citing the building of the 

watchtower and the oral lore of Santa Catalina who protected the towns against the attacks, 

animating the past and interpreting historical documents which are silent about any 

counterattacks by the townsfolk (Cleope 2011; Sagun 2018). In the play, Lalahon first 

introduces the Spanish “influences,” right after the “Pulang Yuta” dance, with the transition: 

“And then they came. These people from distant islands awed by our islands’ beauty.” 

Lalahon weaves historical facts into the storytelling: Miguel de Legazpi sent his men to 

Buglas after seeing the island from Bohol, who later changed the name Buglas into Negros 

after the dark-skinned inhabitants.  

 

The next dance number (which is called the Spanish dance) is set to capture the description 

of the Spaniards as bringing “a new faith and culture adorned with pageantry, procession, 

and rituals all with flare for color and passion.” The group of eight dancers, wearing brightly 

colored dresses with ruffles at the bottom and hair tied in a bun with a rather elaborate 

headpiece, danced what looked like a version of the flamenco that did not have the fast and 

fiery tap-dancing steps along with live guitar accompaniment, but still aimed to associate the 

Spanish influences with “color” and “passion.” (See Figure 15.) Interestingly, certain 

Spanish populations (Catholic groups, intellectuals, and political figures) are critical against 

the popularity of flamenco among foreigners as emblematic of Spain, which tends to portray 

the Spanish as ‘passionate’ or even backward. Emerging from the south of Spain among the 

marginalized Gypsy populations in the south, flamenco rose to popularity in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries outside of Spain through world fairs, which led to flamenco gaining 

respect and prestige from artists and intellectuals in Spain. Although its popularity and 

practice plummeted in the post-civil war era, flamenco was picked up in the 1960s as a 

tourism marketing strategy by the state to improve the economy. This history indicates the 

complexity of the dance as so-called representative of Spanish culture (Holguin 2019).  
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After the dance, Lalahon then enters the stage pointing out that it was not always “Catholic 

rituals and Castilian merriment,” introducing the violence of conquest that led the people 

from the south to carry out abductions much more viciously and frequently. “And with this 

unconquered people [from the South] came vengeance in the form of the joanggas, fast sea-

faring fleets that bore raiders bent on dagit.” Young members of Dumaa Eskrima 

International around 10 to 12 years old display technical fighting skills carrying a ‘bolo’ on 

the one hand; after a while, two groups of dancers—one in mask and white shirt (presumably, 

the invaders) and the other in red (the inhabitants) — enter the stage for a fight scene using 

sticks and knives as weapons. Eventually the dancers in white defeat the dancers in red, and 

all of them exit the stage.  

 

Citing historical facts, Lalahon explains that the series of abductions in Dumaguete 

prompted the building of the fort and the tower by the parish priest, Don Miguel Fernandez 

de Septein, keeping the town safe against the raids from 1755 to 1760. Lalahon points to the 

church’s response against the abductions to highlight the resilience of the people. Father 

Septein led the construction of the grand church for St. Catherine de Alexandria, the town’s 

patron saint, who has become a “warrior saint” (Makil 2011) in oral lore that spoke about 

how she protected the town from daguit.  

Figure 15 “Spanish dance” that looks like a version of the flamenco performed by 
the MEV Dance Company. Picture from the 2019 Sandurot Festival Facebook 
page   
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Dancing to a lullaby “Katulog na Palangga Ko” (Go to sleep, my beloved) as background 

music, the dancers from the Kahayag Dance Troupe, Inc. combine arnis martial arts into the 

dance, moving fluidly while striking fight poses. The dance production seems to show 

village folk honing their fighting skills under the guidance of Santa Catalina who keep the 

village safe, assuring them—like the lullaby’s speaker—of a peaceful slumber.  

 

To introduce the next wave of “influences,” this time from the Americans, Lalahon continues 

particularly citing the “protestant missionaries” who came to the city for “teaching, healing, 

and preaching.” The next set of performances feature a marching band playing a famous 

march “Under the Double Eagle” and then a group of students performing a cheer dance 

number to highlight the “richness of the performing arts” that sprang from schools that the 

Americans established.  

 

Lalahon goes to the stage again to introduce another set of influences “the Chinese 

adventurers and traders” – “our neighbors in the north”—leading to the “flourishing of trade 

and business in an increasingly vibrant city.” The vibrance is underscored through the next 

performance of a lion dance, in the style of Southern lion dance often found in Chinese 

communities overseas, which shows varied movements that imitate the lion in contrast to 

the more acrobatic and high intensity type of dancing of northern lion dance. In the 

ceremony, the lion dance shows three lions in yellow, red, and green (symbolizing liveliness, 

courage, and friendship) together with a “big headed buddha,” a man in yellow robe, wearing 

a smiling mask and carrying fan, who functions in this performance usually as the “funny 

man” by playing tricks with the lions (such as fanning them or making them dance) or 

making the audience laugh such as lying down on the stage  or rolling over together with 

the lion figures (“What is in a lion dance” n.d;  “History of Lion Dance” n.d.; Cindy 2022).  

 

Lalahon takes the center stage again, indicating the ceremony is coming to an end by 

reiterating the shared memory of Dumaguete as a gathering of different people who brought 

“their unique influence for a common dream [and] common destiny.” She enumerates these 

“sojourners” and peoples of Dumaguete as performers slowly gather to join Lalahon with 

her company of dancers: “The ancient people of Buglas, the passionate Spaniards, the fierce 

raider from the south, the proud American, the wise Chinese.” From a focus on Lalahon, the 

camera then zooms out giving the view of a significant portion of the stage with the 

performers in the ceremony lined up: from the raiders wearing white masks, the actor with 

Hispanic features playing Father Septein, the Pulang Yuta dancers, the dancer who plays 

Sta. Catalina, and the perhaps-flamenco dancers. Lalahon continues: “All of them built a 

place where the confluence and mingling of cultures and peoples have made Dumaguete city 
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the city of Sandurot.” She then walks toward the center of the stage, speaking more loudly 

and slowly for emphasis, to close the ceremony and to open the festival: “My name is 

Lalahon, goddess of this land and I welcome you to Sandurot Festival.”  

 

In narrating the identity of Dumaguete as succession of waves of migrations, a coming 

together of different people, the ceremony reveals how the city’s social actors interpret 

difference or rather the multiplicity of difference as central to Dumaguete’s character. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, the theme of cultural confluence builds from the city’s 

colonial history. For instance, the ‘Spanish dance’ is performed by dancers from the MEV 

Dance Studio, which is founded by Mariant Escano Villegas (MEV), a congressional 

representative in Negros Oriental (from a prominent Spanish Filipino family), who is also 

trained in ballet and is active in cultural activities and programs in the province (Monte 

Christo 2017). On the other hand, while the Sandurot narrative could be interpreted to fall 

along the narrative of a simplified unity, it also highlights and embodies the multiplicity of 

difference through the final scene where performers representing different people across 

history gather on the stage. The festival dancers portraying the “ancient people of Buglas” 

stand beside ‘Father Septein’ on the left and the masked raiders in white; and on the right, 

the ‘flamenco’ dancers stand together with Santa Catalina. The the “Pulang Yuta” dancers 

embodying the locality’s precolonial roots stand next to the historical figure of the town 

parish priest and Santa Catalina.  The otherness of the Muslims (portrayed as the “fierce 

raider from the south”) and the Chinese (described as adventurers and wise traders) is 

simultaneously reinforced but also embedded into the fabric of Dumaguete locality, as they 

are perceived as “cultural influences” constituting the city.  

 

American and Spanish colonizers have become part of the Dumaguete story instead of 

becoming the other; postcolonial identity is usually expected to define itself in contrast to 

the colonial other through the colonial resistance model that traps identity production within 

this binary mode (Grossberg 2011). Instead, Dumaguete social actors reveal a process of 

creating city space which circumscribes colonial history rather than being circumscribed by 

it. However, the Paghimamat tends to belie the colonial legacy pertaining to the dominance 

of families from Chinese and Spanish lineage, choosing instead to celebrate and highlight 

the succession of various “influences” from the native, the raider, the foreign, to the 

colonizer as the city’s shared history and destiny.   
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“Paghimamat na gyud”  

When Lalahon exits the stage followed by other performers, the dancers from the 

participating contingents of the dance parade and showdown take the stage and the ground 

below near the audience to perform the “unity dance” with the Sandurot festival song16 as 

background music. They chant “Magsandurot ta!” with their hands raised to pause for the 

final step. The host Glynda Descuatan takes the stage and speaks on the microphone, 

encouraging everyone in the audience to turn to the person seated next to them. Observing 

that everyone was facing the stage, she tells the audience to turn to the next person and greet 

them in the spirit of “pakig-sandurot” and “pakighimamat” since they are also from 

Dumaguete (“taga-Dumaguete pud na”). After acknowledging the “huge wonderful cultural 

presentation,” Glynda introduces the mayor “of the city that we love” as someone who has 

“inspired productions of this kind.”  

 

After mentioning the fellow government officials and pageant contestants present in the 

event, the mayor introduces the dancers behind him who will be competing in the dance 

parade and showdown as students from various schools and colleges in the city and 

recognizes the support of the educational institutions to the event. The mayor’s speech 

reveals his global aspirations for the city and how he positions the city in the world, with its 

cultural presentations and its characteristic as a ‘melting pot’ of cultural influences.  “We 

are a very cultured city,” he begins to say and continues saying “it is unfortunate” perhaps 

hinting how Dumaguete is not given that recognition. However, he becomes optimistic by 

saying that the city is gradually getting more visibility all over the Philippines and the world. 

 

He also acknowledges guests from China who are ambassadors to the Philippines in the field 

of culture and arts and are observing the festival. He also addresses the foreign residents of 

the city and the province, saying that they “may identify with the dances and the 

presentation,” reiterating the Sandurot story where Dumaguete is a “convergence of different 

influences from all over the world.” He promises that next year will have a “bigger 

presentation” which will be on a bigger area at the beach courts on Pantawan III, which he 

boasts as having “4,000 square meters of paved area” accommodating a bigger crowd for 

the Paghimamat.  

 

 
16 The Sandurot song used for the festival in 2019 is sung by Flintzel Diao, with music composed by  
Gem Talaroc. It was based on a previous song in 2018, sung by Noris Wagas who wrote the lyrics, 
and music by Levi Alaban. Since the choreographers requested for a more upbeat, fast paced sound, 
the music was changed although the lyrics were the same (Jackie Antonio, Appendix Interviews – 
14.). Composers and performers are connected to Silliman University as students and faculty.  
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After which, Glynda then acknowledges the groups and artists involved in the production, 

starting with YATTA who managed the Paghimamat, mentioning the director for the 

ceremony Nikki Cimafranca. Standing beside Glynda, Nikki provides additional details for 

the participating groups from time to time and at some point seems to whisper to Glynda 

about the “photo op”. Glynda then calls on all performers and artists to the stage for the 

picture. Nikki also gestures for everyone to come over to the stage. While everyone was 

getting ready for the picture, Glynda mentions Jackie Antonio, praising her for her leadership 

at the tourism office then also acknowledging the departments and offices at the City 

Mayor’s office who have supported the event.  

 

For the “photo op,” some dancers strike their pose for the picture: ‘flamenco’ dancers hold 

the ruffled part of the dress with one hand and another hand on their waist, while Lalahon’s 

ensemble imitates animal and plant movements that they represent. Glynda then calls 

officials and guests to join them for another photo. The camera starts moving from left to 

right, where we see beauty pageant contestants hold their posture, government officials and 

performers smile to the camera, as festival dancers behind them move about and start 

dispersing. Glynda insists on having another photo, while foreign guests and government 

officials shake hands; on the video, some people are heard exchanging “congrats” and “good 

job.” The crowd and the performers seemingly mix as people move about. Some of the 

dancers exit the stage carrying their headdresses, while some groups of people are still posing 

for more photos, and others are talking to each other. The camera then zooms to the sea 

where a boat rowed by several people (presumably for dragon boat training) sails by, and 

the video ends.  

 

The narrative of togetherness which is performed through the Sandurot ceremony of the 

Paghimamat has emerged from culture and tourism policies that position local identity as 

the main basis of promoting the nation’s so-called cultural heritage for tourism while also 

strengthening one’s connection to the nation through a grounding to their own locality. The 

Paghimamat reveals social actors’ complex aspirations and claims to the city, showing their 

own preoccupation with the ancient roots of the city to be celebrated as source of ‘pride in 

place,’ iterating that the city is a site of global flows, as well as asserting the place of the city 

in the world. Toward the end of the ceremony, however, we see how this energy of 

togetherness is not only performed through the dances and narrative, but also is made to be 

acted out by the crowd themselves as in the case of the host encouraging people to greet each 

other and recognize their shared space of belonging to the city. In the closing section of the 

Paghimamat when performers gather for the photo, and the crowd and performers disperse 

together, the idea of belonging to a shared space continues to be actualized. 
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In my conversation with Nikki, he feels that as they involved more groups in the production, 

the Paghimamat made more sense to him (“mas ni make sense na gyud ang Paghimamat”) 

since he could actually see “paghimamat” at work through the various people working 

together for the ceremony. “Paghimamat na gyud,” he reiterates, recalling that they were 

able to meet and get to know other people and performing groups through the festival.  He 

described it as source of happiness (“makalipay gyud sya”) when the performance comes 

together from all the different groups contributing to the ceremony. Aside from bringing in 

more performing groups for the ceremony, Nikki continues that they were able to draw a 

bigger crowd for Sandurot 2019 which meant that more people would know more about 

Dumaguete history. Looking back at his experience, he felt happy at the response of the 

people, recounting that they were “engaged” with the performance, in part because of the 

new elements they introduced, such as the endemic plants and animal characters as well as 

the original music Appendix Interviews – 13). 

 

Paghimamat not only expresses and communicates the ideal of togetherness as the 

Dumaguete story; more importantly, the event operates through the desire of social actors to 

perform local identity, which is also reinforced by the event itself as performers and audience 

embody the spirit of Paghimamat in working together with other performers to create 

dances, stories, and songs and participating in the ritualized retelling of this shared story. 

Just as the Paghimamat concretizes and actualizes the festival ideals fellowship and 

togetherness – through the creative collaboration of various performers, the group portrait 

with local officials, and the audience camaraderie encouraged by the host – it also hides the 

uneven and complex relations among social actors. The ceremony is staged near the 

Pantawan, an indication of local government official’s plan for further urbanization, 

foreshadowing the proposed reclamation in July 2021 which some festival social actors 

oppose. The Paghimamat’s celebration of Dumaguete as a product of diverse and multiple 

influences leave colonial legacies unquestioned, suturing or weaving these hierarchical 

structures of elite dominance to become basis of Dumaguete’s history and identity as a space 

of togetherness and openness to various ‘cultural’ influences. The festival indeed does 

mobilize and circulate the energy and investment toward the locality, even when these social 

actors (such as some government officials and artists) have different views about how to 

shape city space.  
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Pasigarbo and Pasundayag: Parade and Showdown  

This section will analyze the festival as mugna through the acts of creativity and reinvention 

engendered by the parade and showdown. Firstly, the section introduces the network of 

bayot/choreographers as the main actors in creating dances for these events, which will be 

discussed extensively in Chapter 5. Secondly, as navigating the ‘creative and the folkloric,’ 

festival dance playfully reconfigures the rural, the folk, and the traditional as choreographers 

navigate festival guidelines and demands for innovation and creativity. This section will 

explore how the process of debating, authenticating, selecting, and evaluating corporeal 

practices to embody the city leads to a rediscovery of Dumaguete identity. 

 

Dumaguete choreographers 

With their shared interest in training dance contingents for festivals, choreographers can be 

said to inhabit a ‘community of practice’ (Wenger-Trayner 2015, 4)17, since their loosely 

formed network is driven by a “shared” domain where members assist each other by sharing 

a “repertoire of resources.” (1-2). In the case of Dumaguete, based on my conversation with 

choreographers, the group is characterized by mutual support and mentorship. Most 

choreographers (also called dance trainers) start as dancers in festivals and assistants to their 

trainers. Later, they are entrusted with doing the choreography themselves (Angelo and 

Stephen on their mentors Dingdong and Carlou); often, senior choreographers become 

consultants (Tingting) and eventually assistants (in the case of Alan) to younger 

choreographers (like Ralph). Even though they compete against each other in the festival, 

one choreographer (Ryan) confides that they do not take the competition personally since 

they belong to one community of choreographers all coming from Dumaguete (Appendix 

Interviews – 7). However, even as a sense of team spirit can be observed among 

choreographers as they themselves also profess, they can also be competitive—as in the case 

of Sherwin, who was quite careful in talking about certain aspects of his dance techniques 

so other choreographers would not hear our conversation (Appendix Interviews – 8) and in 

the case of Dence who was determined in building his reputation as festival choreographer 

(Appendix Interviews – 7). On the other hand, these choreographers may also be connected 

with other festival circles and circuits from other parts of the province or the country, where 

they are invited as choreographers or festival judges—a mobility that has been noted by 

Peterson (2016, 158) with the popularity of street dancing practice. Thus, even if a 

community of practice can be said to exist among choreographers in Dumaguete, this is 

 
17 Although the phrase ‘community of practice’ is originally used by anthropologists Jean Lave and 
Etienne Wenger in the context of apprenticeship as learning tool, it has become significant to 
understand the circulation and distribution of learning and insights across organization, government, 
and education.  
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animated by a sense of (subdued) competition among themselves and connection with other 

festival organizations from various towns.  

 

Last November 15, 2020, Angelo was able to gather seven choreographers at a coffee shop 

where we met for the interview (Appendix Interviews – 7). Ryan and Allan are two older 

choreographers in their 40s and 50s respectively who had been choreographing the festival 

in the 1990s and 2000s and who continue to assist other choreographers. Sherwin, Glenn, 

Bodo, Ralph, and the youngest in the group Dence (who is in his early 30s) have been active 

in the Sandurot Festival circuit in the last few years, with some of them like Dence recently 

joining the festival. All seven are involved in freelance work such as event organizing, 

hairdressing, and make-up based on the anecdotes and stories they mention in our 

conversation and their updates on their social media accounts. Only Stephen and Angelo are 

connected to educational institutions, with their degrees in Physical Education.  

 

Although gender and sexual identity were not explicitly discussed in the conversation, 

choreographers refer themselves as bayot 18 when talking about their work for the festival 

(or have a tacit agreement among themselves that such gender category applies to them since 

no one would contradict others who explained that festival choreography is a task that is 

carried out by the bayot). Thus, the work among festival choreographers can be viewed as 

gendered since they identify themselves and are identified as bayot (in Tagalog bakla or 

effeminate male gays), performing tasks that are often associated among the bayot such as 

parlor work (make-up, hairdressing, etc.) or spectacular events (beauty pageants, festivals, 

etc.). The bakla, based on Inton’s (2017) definition, “is a local gender category that 

incorporates ideas of male homosexuality, effeminacy, cross-dressing, and 

transgenderism…” It is important to note that, according to Garcia (2009, xxi-xxii), the 

traditional conception of bakla or bayot differs from the Western notion of homosexuality 

whose identity is based on sexual preference, highlighting the disjunctures of the 

bakla/homosexual dynamic. (To an extent that bayot and bakla refer to this local 

understanding of male gayness, I use both terms interchangeably). Although most observers 

commend what is perceived as acceptance of the bakla in Philippine society, Garcia (2014, 

13) points out that cross-dressing is acceptable and tolerable only in certain social classes, 

 
18 Regarding the use of pronouns, I use “he/him/his” to refer to choreographers. Although we did 
not discuss gender and sexual identities in detail, none of the choreographers expressed to be 
transwoman. I utilize definitions of the bakla/bayot as local gender category serving as guideposts to 
understand mugna as “trabaho sa mga  (work of the) bayot” – discussed further in Chapter Five – 
without equating these details (about the bayot life) to my interlocutors’ experiences beyond festival 
choreography. Also, like Torres (2022, 4-5), who was writing about the bayot identity as linked to 
the religious figure asog, I use masculine pronouns in this thesis since other studies on this gender 
category have used such to refer to the bayot. 
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profession, or events like “carnivalesque celebrations and fiestas.” The Sandurot Festival 

like other festivals constitute the limited space which has given the bayot to perform creative 

but precarious occupation. (Festival dance choreography as gendered form of work will be 

discussed further in Chapter Five). 

 

The term choreography is often associated with individual artistic creation, according to 

Foster (2009) who traced how the term has emerged and evolved in dance scholarship history 

in the United States. Although it was used to refer to “notation” (100) in the 1700s with Raol 

Auger Feuillet’s collection of notated dances published in 1770, choreography became to 

mean “collective or individual expression” (109) in the 1920s and 1930s among discourses 

in dance reviews and dance education practices. Echoing Foster, Villaruz (2020, 187) also 

mentions how choreography is now popularly taken to refer to dance composition or 

“making a dance” instead of notation. In the Philippines, “re-stagers” of folk dances refer to 

themselves as choreographers, recalling that in the 1930s Leonor Orosa-Goquinco called 

herself a choreographer when she “stylized” folk dancing into the theatre stage (188). 

 

With the popularity of street dancing during the Marcos’ presidency as part of a national 

thrust to promote local festivals for tourism, a “new breed of choreographers” emerged who 

were more focused on “pageantry” by inventing movements and replacing cultural traditions 

(Matilac 2017, 75). To keep the “integrity” of these festivals (Beltran et.al 2017, 95), as in 

the case of the Sinulog or the Agal-Agal festival in Tawi, organizers consult with cultural 

experts and resource persons to focus on the “significance” of the festival or to avoid 

imitation by focusing on “truly unique” cultural practices (Villaruz and Tiongson 2017, 214). 

Interestingly, however, since choreographers have been attending dance workshops 

organized by national cultural institutions, their movements not only combine ‘traditional’ 

dances of the locality’s ethnic groups, but also contemporary and modern dance movements 

(Beltran et. al 2017, 95). However, festival dance choreography, thus, is perceived to be 

prone to pageantry—which necessitates training and workshops to be conducted by cultural 

resource persons. This mechanism of educating festival choreographers in Dumaguete has 

led to a more visible although loose community of choreographers.  

 

Although a formal organization does not exist among Dumaguete choreographers, the 

tourism office sees the importance of choreographers’ role in teaching young dancers and 

educating the audience about the city. Both Jackie and Angelo have expressed this separately 

in my conversations with them, regarding the task of choreographers to be teachers who can 

not only manage dance rehearsals effectively but inculcate values of self-discipline and 

teamwork to dancers who are mostly high school students (Appendix Interviews – 5, 13). 
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Thus, the community is formed not only because of the performance genre, as in the case of 

theatre, dance, or music, but also because of the deliberate attempt by the local government 

to develop ‘local talent’ as trainers for the festival. A community emerges from Dumaguete 

choreographers who might tend to give more support and offer expertise to each other—a 

rapport and bond that was present among choreographers invited by Angelo for a 

conversation with me at a coffee shop (Appendix Interviews – 7). This network could also 

accommodate choreographers from other towns (like Sherwin) but are assimilated into the 

city because of their involvement with the events in Dumaguete and their close relationship 

with other choreographers in the city.  

 

When the Sandurot team represented Sinulog in 2017 where they won third place, 

choreographers came together to assist the lead choreographer Angelo to stage the 

production. Somehow initiated and inspired by Angelo, this relatively loose and less well-

defined community comprised by some Dumaguete choreographers is different from the 

more tightly organized choral group and dance company—featured in Anjeline de Dios’ 

(2020) article—who participate in international tours as they traverse mobilities across 

“transnational geographies” while navigating contradictions concerning the “politics and 

economics of cultural identity” (157). Whereas de Dios examines how the cultural 

constitutes creativity not only in terms of content but also in performing, such as the groups’ 

management, organization, and staging of performances across different sites, I explore 

creative and collaborative formations emerging from deliberately cultural productions. I 

analyze how such creative practices mobilize attachment to local identity which enable 

choreographers to express their own claims to local identity and contribute to the energy and 

drive in producing city space. By being attuned to the actors’ position in the performance 

paradigm and the formations of collective experience, we get to follow how mugna is 

generated through these networks of collaboration, particularly in how these choreographers 

help each other create corporeal practices and how they see their role in the festival.  

 

“I want to be a teacher and a well-known choreographer.”  

An integral character in the community of Dumaguete choreographers is Angelo Sayson, 

who somehow serves informally as liaison between the choreographers and the tourism 

office. He is consulted by Jackie Antonio on the parade and showdown, while sometimes 

still competing in the festival as a choreographer for a dance contingent. Since 2012 when 

he first started as a choreographer, he has won first place several times in the festival, which 

prompted some choreographers—according to Stephen jokingly—that the rest of them were 

vying for the second place whenever Angelo would join the competition. In 2018, Angelo 

did not compete in the festival and was tapped officially by the tourism office as coordinator 
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for the parade and showdown. Jackie mentioned how she once encouraged Angelo to stop 

participating in the competition and instead focus on managing or coordinating the dance 

events; however, she thinks that Angelo still loves to compete (Appendix Interviews – 14). 

In 2019, Angelo once again joined the festival and won the best in showdown for the 

Barangay category.  

 

Born in Dumaguete, Angelo spent some years in primary school in Manila before returning 

to Dumaguete for high school.  As a Physical Education major (who graduated from 

NORSU in 2007) and a lifetime member of the Philippine Folk Dance Society, Angelo 

subscribes to the ethos among folk dance artists and choreographers who value dances in 

and of the community as a site to foster cultural identity. Currently an Education Program 

Specialist II at the Department of Education Division of Dumaguete, Angelo is also the 

Artistic Director of the Silliman University Dance Troupe. Working for culture and arts 

institutions (as volunteer and member for the arts councils in Dumaguete and Silliman 

respectively) with their corresponding discourses of nation-building and cultural practices, 

Angelo sees himself as cultural worker who perceives the greater good of working for the 

Sandurot festival in service for ‘the culture and arts’ or ‘for the city.’ When asked further 

what drives him to dedicate most of his time and even some of his resources to 

choreographing for the Sandurot, he says that he grew up exposed to watching festivals and 

parade. He vividly recalls that in high school when they were asked a question about what 

they want to be in the future, he wrote: “I want to be a teacher and a well-known 

choreographer” (Appendix Interviews – 5).  

 

As an award-winning choreographer for the festival for almost a decade, he has established 

a sense of comradeship with the rest of the choreographers but also inspire authority and 

respect among his peers. For the Sandurot Festival 2018, as coordinator for the festival, he 

makes surprise visits at dance rehearsals to make sure that dance contingents integrate the 

basic dance steps and that they follow the festival guidelines such as the number of dancers 

and time limit for the presentation. At the same time, he acknowledges the authority of his 

seniors and the previous generation of choreographers such as Tingting Delfin by consulting 

them in preparing dance productions. However, he seems to hesitate with the inevitable 

leadership role that he finds himself having. We were talking about the possibility of 

formally organizing choreographers in Dumaguete since the NCCA was handing out 

financial assistance to cultural workers through recognized organizations during the first few 

months of the pandemic. When I broached the idea if he could formally organize the 

choreographers, he seemed to imply that he would not want to overstep the more senior 
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choreographers who would be the rightful figures to do such task (Appendix Interviews—

5). 

 

Diskarte… beyond choreography  

Angelo details the process that choreographers need to follow in preparing their dance 

contingents for the festival, which he describes as “madugo” (literally “bloody” which 

implies the tediousness of the work) (Appendix Interviews – 11). Although the process has 

changed over the years, choreographers have observed that writing proposals and reports 

became a requirement during Ms. Jackie’s time, which Angelo explains as necessary because 

of the more stringent measures by the COA or the Commission on Audit (Appendix 

Interviews – 7). According to Angelo the participating barangay and school will choose their 

choreographer from a list of names prepared by the Dumaguete Tourism Office. The chosen 

choreographer will then have to work closely with the barangay office and the city’s tourism 

office while preparing for the festival (Appendix Interviews – 11).  

 

For the Sandurot 2019 held in September, the choreographer submits the project proposal in 

July to the barangay, and upon approval the choreographer gives it to the tourism office 

which then transfers the subsidy of P120, 000 to the participating barangay or school. The 

choreographer then receives the money from the barangay. Angelo adds that in procuring 

items such as plywood or nails for the props such as triptych panels used as backdrop, 

choreographers need to submit canvas reports by making a list of prices from three different 

stores. Material is bought from the cheapest bidder. Also, when choreographers work with 

independent and freelance artists such as a seamstress or painter who do not issue any 

receipts, they need to prepare a written contract signed by both parties and notarized by a 

lawyer. Later, choreographers need to submit financial reports to the barangay to account 

for the expenses of the dance production. Cash Prizes are released only upon approval of the 

liquidation report by the finance committee. “Mao na’y mga problema (This is the problem) 

sa mga (of the) bayot…sa mga choreogrpahers.” To ease the burden of these tasks, Angelo 

hires assistants to help him with the paperwork, paying them from his own choreographers’ 

fee (Appendix Interviews – 11).  

 

Jackie has mentioned that they have started to set the limit for choreographers’ honorarium 

at P15,000 (Appendix Interviews – 14). However, according to Angelo, the fee varies since 

barangays decide to add more for choreographers who have an extensive experience and 

portfolio and who can give them an added chance to win the festival. While talking about 

the tasks of the choreographers, Angelo and I reflected that being a festival choreographer 

in Negros “goes beyond choreography” since choreographers not only focus on the creative 
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aspect but also juggle various responsibilities. According to Angelo, choreographers usually 

canvass the prices and make props during the day and facilitate the rehearsals at night. I 

asked if this is the case for all festivals across the Philippines. Angelo says that 

choreographers from cities that do not have enough budget tend to manage the entire 

production, in contrast to those LGUs who can afford to hire a creative team with members 

assigned for music, props, and dance, among others (Appendix Interviews – 11).  

 

In our conversation at the coffee shop (Appendix Interviews 13), choreographers light-

heartedly recall their various tasks for the festival, with Ryan describing the work of 

Dumaguete dance trainers as “multitasking” or “duphan tanan” (dupa which means 

‘outstretched’), since the choreographer is simultaneously “dance master, props master, 

drummer musician… mao’y mutahi…kami pa’y pangitaan ug pagkaon” (who sews the 

clothes, and from whom people ask for snacks). Ralph also mentioned that sometimes the 

choreographers personally process the paperwork on behalf of the Barangay and secretary 

to have the funds released on time (“Hasta mga trabaho sa secretary ug treasurer ang mga 

bayot mu-trabaho para lang gyud mugawas ang kwarta”). While everyone was agreeing or 

adding to the conversation by sharing their experience, Sherwin remarked: “Mao na’y (That 

is) Sandurot ma’am.”  

 

When we were discussing their own ways to address budget constraints, some 

choreographers expressed that they get from their own talent fee to procure necessary 

material or items for the production. However, Sherwin countered that he would rather look 

for other ways to cover the extra expenses first before spending from his own talent fee, 

citing his experience with the Asian College Science and Technology (ACSAT) where 

teachers looked for other ways to spend within their budget. I contemplated aloud about their 

work which I described as “kugi” or being industrious,” and which Dence described as 

“diskarte” (colloquial for clever and resourceful). Angelo then remarked: “That’s Sandurot 

Festival.”  

 

Raket and Labor of Love  

The work of the bayot for the festival goes beyond creative work but also managing all 

aspects of the festival, which the choreographers see as necessitating work that is clever and 

resourceful or diskarte to make the most of the given funds.  

 

Aside from this precarious nature of festival work, dance trainers are expected to commit to 

the festival by seeing the work as labor of love for the city instead of a merely money-making 

venture or “raket.” In the meeting with choreographers, Jackie tells them not to consider the 
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festival as “raket” since the term carries a negative connotation, which implies having a 

frivolous attitude to the work and focusing instead on money-making. In these meetings, she 

is upfront with choreographers and tell them “ayaw mo pabuyag” (do not act 

inappropriately). She tells choreographers that instead of seeing the festival as “negosyo” 

(or business), she wants them to see the Sandurot as “ours,” through which they will be able 

to express “their love for the city” as well as their “creativity and artistry” and not only 

imitate other festivals like the Mardi Gras (Appendix Interviews – 14).  

   

Since the festival organizers perceive the tendency among the bayot (the Dumaguete 

choreographers) “na magpabuyag” (or to act inappropriately by seeing the festival as 

“raket”), they see the unruliness of the work as in need of professionalizing. For one, the 

mechanisms of bureaucracy ensure an orderly and transparent management of the dance 

production. Although Jackie is aware that choreographers complain about the paperwork 

and requirements, she believes that accomplishing reports is necessary to avoid anomalies 

since activities like festivals are prone to fraud and corruption. During the workshops and 

meetings, resource persons for the mayor’s office teach choreographers how to complete 

financial reports and manage the budget. A template for the proposal and reports is provided 

to make the task easier for the choreographers.  

 

Jackie also sees the series of workshops and seminars in partnership with mentors from 

cultural institutions as means to professionalize choreographers, improving their skills while 

also developing local talent to fortify the image of the city through culture and arts policies. 

For the tourism office, the certificates they award to choreographers after they complete 

seminars and workshop also increase choreographers’ “market value.” Angelo recalls three 

workshops that the tourism office coordinated for the choreographers from 2015-2017. One 

of this was in 2017 which coincided with the direction of the city to improve the Sandurot 

Festival with its new theme of pulang yuta. The letter dated May 15, 2017, penned by the 

tourism office was addressed to schools across the city, requesting them to send their 

choreographers and musicians for the five-day seminar training which invited resource 

persons from the NCCA discussing the following modules: Cultural Festival Production 

Management, Artistic Direction, Creating Festival Dance Movements, and Cultural Festival 

Music Development.  

 

Despite the complaints of choreographers regarding the demands of the work, they 

appreciate the effort of the tourism office in giving them the opportunity to grow creatively 

as choreographers (Appendix Interviews – 7). While Ralph praises Angelo’s Sandurot dance 

production for the Buglasan that focused on the daguit concept, he also recognizes the 
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eagerness that propelled the theme of pulang yuta since choreographers were keen that they 

“must do [something] new…we must do identity.” Glenn also adds that during this time they 

were also taught how to manage the budget of the festival (“gitudluan ta unsaun pag 

budget”). Ralph also appreciates how choreographers from Dumaguete are given the chance 

“to make our own choreography,” and recalled that during Angelo’s time as coordinator he 

observed choreographers’ rehearsals and reminded them not to use Sinulog steps.He 

commends Ma’am Jackie and Angelo for giving them an “avenue…[and stage] to create our 

own identity as a choreographer.” When I asked them why they feel the festival fosters their 

creativity despite the pregiven basic steps, Glenn adds that the additional awards such as 

Best in Choreography and Best in Costume encourage trainers to create something better, to 

“mugna ug kanang pachada gyud.”  

 

When asked about why they work for the Sandurot festival despite the challenges, 

choreographers bring humour to the discussion. Sherwin said “for the love of culture and 

arts” then Angelo himself retorting in jest “raket day (“girl” affectionate tag for friend). 

Someone was overheard saying “Sandurot is arthritis,” eliciting laughs from the others when 

Allan, who had been complaining of knee pain, started speaking about the importance of the 

festival as a “cultural show” which can also entertain people. Despite the humour, and the 

tendency for the tourism office to be wary about how choreographers might be misbehaving 

or “magpabuyag,” choreographers see the festival work not only as source of income (“bread 

and butter,” according to Ryan) but as expression of creativity and love for the city as well 

as means to educate younger generations about the city. Ralph, Ryan, Sherwin, and Glenn 

all saw their role as choreographers in educating the younger generation about the city, while 

Dence perceived his contribution in promoting the Sandurot Festival to other places. 

Choreographers also tended to repeat the preservationist discourse of cultural policy. Guren 

agreed with Ryan that the Sandurot Festival is preserving “old nga mga…mga tradition,” 

since according to Sherwin most young people do not have any idea about the city.  Ralph 

further elaborated on a sense of responsibility among choreographers to return the trust and 

confidence that the “[government] officials” have given them by taking care of the Sandurot 

because the festival is a story Dumaguete “kaniadto, karon, ug ugma” (past, present, and 

future).  

 

Since the focus of our conversation was the choreographers’ own process of creating dances 

for the festival and their own understanding of their role in the Sandurot (and not their 

economic motivations), this has somehow steered our discussion toward the ‘cultural value’ 

of their work in relation to fostering a sense of identity and belonging to the city. 

Choreographers light-heartedly utter the phrase ‘for the culture and arts’ (perhaps in 
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response to what they felt was my research purpose) when talking about their reason for 

doing festival choreography, while also saying the word ‘raket’ in jest as a good reason to 

be involved in the festival. In their in-depth explanation, however, choreographers admit that 

the festival is indeed a source of livelihood for them but also an opportunity to grow 

creatively and teach younger people about the Dumaguete story. This goes to show how 

economic, personal, and collective motivations are deeply intertwined and not mutually 

exclusive. As discussed in the subsequent sections and later in Chapter Five, these various 

desires are brought together by the sense of attachment to the locality which underpins and 

is generated by mugna. The next sections will analyse video footage of the street dance 

parade and showdown as well as draw from my own experience of learning festival and folk 

dancing to examine the mechanisms of mugna—as to how choreographers create dances to 

perform local identity.  

 

Street dance Parade  

The Sandurot Route for the Pasundayag 2019 (Figure 16) indicates that the parade covers 

the major streets of the city, starting on the Rizal Boulevard then turning left toward Silliman 

Avenue, traversing Hibbard Avenue crossing San Juan, San Jose, and Legaspi streets, then 

culminating at the Manuel L. Quezon Park. The route map is uploaded by the Sandurot 

Festival 2019 (2019) Facebook page alongside an invitation to “learn about Dumaguete’s 

heritage and support our creative community.” Based on the map, the parade features three 

areas for performance of dance contingents, where the board of judges are stationed in two 

of these areas: at the corner of Rizal Boulevard and Silliman Avenue near the Pantawan 

called the “viewing deck”; at the corner of San Jose Street and Perdices Street; and the 

Quezon Park area along Perdices Street. Held in the afternoon of September 28, the 

Pasundayag would lead to the showdown or Pasigarbo at the Manuel L. Quezon Park in the 

evening.  
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The video for Pasundayag (“Sandurot Festival 2019 – Street Dancing”) uploaded on 

YouTube by Taga-Bundok po Ako! (2019) begins with a crowd of people gathered on the 

first performance area, at the corner of Rizal Boulevard and Silliman Avenue. Dance 

contingents perform in the said area before turning left toward Silliman Avenue. Student 

cadet officers cordon the area with a rope to make space for the presentation. More people 

are gathered on the side of the Boulevard, with several children in the audience. The 

Sandurot song is played repeatedly on the speakers while people wait for the parade to begin. 

After a while the police car alongside tourist cops on bicycles start to make their way, 

stopping for a few minutes perhaps waiting for the other contingents to gather. The camera 

pans around the crowd, which is now slowly building up and mostly comprised of high 

school and college students most likely cheering for their classmates representing their 

schools. As part of the Marcosian legacy, dancers for the civic festivals are mostly students 

Figure 16 Sandurot Route uploaded on 2019 Sandurot Festival Facebook page 
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who would have the basic knowledge of folk dancing as part of their basic education 

curriculum (Peterson 2016, 104, 158). Having students as participants in these festivals 

served a political function during the Marcos’ regime, as the case for organizing the first 

Sinulog dance parade which aimed to distract students from political demonstrations against 

Marcos (Ness 1992, 185-186). With 14 contingents overall (eight from schools and six from 

barangays), the Sandurot Festival has worked closely with educational institutions in the 

city, as heard from the mayor’s acknowledgement of the schools in Dumaguete.  

 

After the camera gives a view of the crowd, it returns to the street; this time, the police 

motorcade starts moving followed closely by the vehicle for the parade sponsor. The first 

dance contingent marches along to the sound of drumbeats, with women carrying baskets 

and men carrying long bamboo poles. As they stand in formation ready to dance, the 

background music stops and a voice on the speaker is heard officially welcoming the 

audience, visitors, and the judges as well as proclaiming the official start of the contest. The 

Sandurot music begins while the dancers start their presentation. One by one, the dance 

contingents take turns performing in the area while the crowd also starts building up. All 14 

dance contingents follow the format, the drumbeats serve as background music for dance 

contingents to march into and exit out of the performance area and then the Sandurot music 

for the dance presentation. While the dancers perform, the crowd gathers to enclose the area 

of performance and then makes way when contingents enter and exit out of the area.  As 

stipulated in the festival guidelines, contingents are only allowed to carry hand props and 

not any huge banners or panels. In our conversation, Angelo emphasized that they want the 

dancers to rely on their bodies for the props. Angelo recalled that while watching the dance 

parade from the top floor of a building, he was pleased to see that the parade was clean and 

orderly, and that the view of moving and dancing bodies was uninterrupted and unobstructed 

by the props. This is also one of the ‘identities’ of the Sandurot Festival, which Angelo 

boasted as something that makes the Sandurot unique.  

 

The winner of the dance parade is the dance contingent for Barangay Talay choreographed 

by Stephen Intong. Like Angelo, Stephen is a Physical Education major from Negros 

Oriental State University and shares his teaching and folk dance background. Originally 

from Sibulan like Sherwin but unlike Sherwin is very active in the festival circuit in his 

town, Stephen—I observe—may not be as deeply connected with the network of 

choreographers who were present in the conversation at the coffee shop. Angelo was the one 

who introduced me to Stephen and brought him along for a discussion when I asked him to 

link me with more Dumaguete choreographers.  
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“Mugna ra gyud”  

The 11th contingent overall of the parade and the 4th of the Barangay dance category, 

Barangay Talay—with around 30 dancers—followed Barangay Bahumpandan. However, 

instead of marching into the dance area with the drumbeats, the Sandurot song started 

playing, so the contingent did minimal hand movements and dancing in place while the song 

continued to play. Some in the crowd are wondering why they have not started dancing yet. 

One even is heard joking that the presentation might be a ‘pirated’ copy (referring to 

defective pirated DVDS or CDS). Barangay Talay is unique among the rest of the dance 

groups. Although the female dancers wear the typical dance costume of skirt with tapis (wrap 

around) along with the bell-sleeved blouse, the male dancers wear an all-brown costume of 

loose square pants and form-fitting long-sleeve shirt. Their hair is covered in brown cloth, 

and they seem to wear face paint to represent clay. The dancers form four lines, with male 

dancers on each side, and in between them are two lines of female dancers. Finally, when 

the Sandurot song plays for the second time, they start moving.   

 

From their initial position, the dancers move closer to each other bending and shaking their 

knees. Women place their hands on their waist, and the male dancers put their hands on their 

side. After a series of rapid movements, we see the female dancers in front doing the hulma 

(molding) and the yatak (stamping) steps as if to soften and shape the soil represented by the 

dancers in brown. When the verse of the song started, the dancers form rows and perform a 

series of steps where they hold hands. The clay dancers gather into the center forming a 

circle as they bend their knee, with some of them standing on the other dancers’ laps while 

female dancers surround them. They hold each other’s hands as the female dancers sway 

their upper torso to one side, and the other dancers to the other side, creating a pleasing 

visual effect to the audience, which elicited some cheers and applause. Then the female 

dancers form two circles, and the clay dancers forming the outer circle. The female dancers 

continue doing the hulma and yatak steps with the male dancers mimicking the clay 

responding to their movement, by being on their fours and moving their lower torso from 

left to right.  

 

Later the female dancers move toward the back, performing the daguit steps, while the male 

dancers gather behind them. Eventually some male dancers are lifted to stand and sit on other 

dancers’ shoulders—movements that one can find in cheer dance. They huddle together with 

the female dancers surrounding them, and together they form the shape of the belfry with a 

cross lifted high.  The female dancers move forward and continue dancing the 

Pakigsandurot steps as the song winds down to the last refrain with the verse “kasadya ug 

kalipay sa atong pagsandurotay” (joy and happiness from our togetherness). The male 
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dancers eventually join them, stealthily bringing dark brown umbrellas which they pass to 

the female dancers while they gather at the center. The women open the umbrellas, and the 

male dancers surround them. Facing the audience, they sit on their knees wide apart and 

raise their arms as one male dancer is lifted into the air, as if doing one of those cheer jumps. 

As the song draws to a close the female dancers move around with their umbrellas as the 

male dancers gather around the female dancers, crouching on each other’s back to form the 

shape of the belfry. As the song ends, the cross is lifted again.  

 

Stephen, the choreographer for Barangay Talay, started getting involved with the Sandurot 

Festival in 2015 as assistant for one of Dumaguete’s pioneer choreographers Dingdong Ang. 

Prior to this in 2014 he had already started choreographing for Yagyag Festival (yagyag 

pertaining to the time when crabs ‘spawn eggs’) of neighboring town Sibulan which mimics 

movement of crabs and people’s livelihood of harvesting these edible crabs found 

abundantly in Sibulan (Temblor 2016).  Stephen admits that he grew up with the Yagyag 

Festival, and Angelo quips that Stephen is one of the “Yagyag queens” or premiere 

choreographers of Sibulan’s festival circuit. Stephen had been assisting lead choreographers 

for the Sandurot competition until he was given the role as lead choreographer in 2018 after 

winning several dance competitions.  

 

Stephen recalls that he closely studied Angelo’s choreography and found out that Angelo 

includes contemporary dance into his production. Eventually he himself has learned 

“ginagmayng uwat-uwat” loosely translated as ‘tricks of the trade’ (although literal 

translation would be ‘small lies-lies’) in creating dance steps for the festival. Stephen 

constantly reminded himself about uniqueness in staging the dance production for Sandurot 

2019 by combining contemporary dance movements while chronologically following the 

basic steps starting with pottery movement (yatak and hulma), dagit, and culminating with 

the pakigsandurot.  

 

When I asked him further about the kind of contemporary dance movements he introduced 

into the dance, he further explained that it was an inventive kind of movement and not 

anything complex “…mugna ra gyud nga contemporary-ha ra gyud.”  For Stephen’s dance 

production, contemporary movement referred to cheer dance. Since he wanted “mimicry,” 

specifically to imitate the movement of the soil in the process of pottery, he and the dancers 

went outside to obverse a building construction where some workers were excavating the 

soil. To capture the splattering of the softened soil, he integrated cheer dance movements 

such as cheer dance lifts and jumps. Stephen also relied on “human props,” since contingents 

are not allowed to carry props in the parade; for instance, dancers climbed on each other’s 
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bodies to mimic the bell tower. During the evaluation meeting with judges, Stephen 

recounted that the judges appreciated how he was able to give “character” to the clay through 

the contemporary movement of the dancers. His unique approach to the theme of Pulang 

Yuta earned his contingent the top prize for the street parade.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pasigarbo  

Pasigarbo 2019 or the Sandurot showdown was broadcast live on Facebook by LUPAD 

Dumaguete “City of Gentle People” (2019). Based on the video, which could still be 

accessible on the social media platform, the showdown was held on the Quezon Park grounds 

instead of an elevated stage. The camera is placed behind a few rows of monobloc chairs on 

a raised platform where the board of judges, festival organizers, and other guests are seated. 

The raised platform is part of the performance area which is cordoned from the rest of the 

audience. Two video screens are placed near the audience area which broadcasts the event 

to the rest of the crowd. After the singing of the National Anthem, the host Glynda welcomes 

everyone to the event reminding everyone that every year “Magsandurot kita sa atong 

dakbayan diri sa Dumaguete. She further explains that sandurot means “reaching out to each 

one in fellowship and friendship” and reiterates the story of the people in the city as “mixture 

of many influences.” In both English and Cebuano, Glynda continues to explicate to the 

audience the “storyline” which is the basis of the dance contingents’ performance: the city 

as “born from the beauty of the red earth,” a phrase dramatized in the previous Paghimamat 

Figure 17 Dance contingent from Barangay Talay (with Stephen Intong as 
choreographer). Photo taken from dumaguetecity.gov.ph 
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ceremony. She mentions how the people in Dumaguete many years before molded clay—

what is called pulang yuta or red earth—to form earthenware as means to forge relationships 

with others through “barter.” The earthenware is considered as “bahandi sa atong 

komunidad” or heritage of our community and the Pulang Yuta people as our ancestors or 

“atong mga katigulangan.”  

 

Here, Glynda reiterates the attempt of city actors to connect various themes of Pulang Yuta 

to the city’s history, by stating that “our ancestors” were “friendly and welcoming people 

which led to the coming of many peoples into our land,” some of whom “did not mean well.” 

This narrative pertains to city’s colonial history and to the accounts of abduction, the latter 

leading to the building of the fort and watchtowers. Over the years, daguit—"embedded in 

the name of the city of gentle people”—is transformed by the city’s inhabitants for a “more 

friendly connotation” referring to the “folding in of travelers and visitors of distant lands.” 

The place is thus transformed to a “melting pot of education, religion, art, and music”—a 

narrative that goes back to Sandurot as a celebration of “friendship and harmony.”  

 

She then calls the city Mayor to give his welcome speech, who starts introducing other 

government officials and guests. Talking about the street dance parade, the mayor mentions 

that the event showcases the many “talents” in Dumaguete city. The mayor also announces 

as “providential” that the old city hall built in 1937 has just been restored to a museum which 

houses historical materials and artifacts, some of which date back from 500 BC, and 

mentions the planned development for the Quezon Park in the future to accommodate more 

audience for the Sandurot. He tells the crowd to stay tuned to the festival since the 

competition among the contingents is a “close fight,” adding that the festival is “well-

prepared and well-funded” along with “well-coached” trainers.  

 

Glynda goes to the podium again. After acknowledging offices and companies supporting 

the event, she announces the criteria, prizes, and guidelines of the festival.  As for the 

guidelines, Glynda mentions that contingents should not exceed 50 dancers excluding those 

in charge for props and music. She highlights that the street dancing and showdown should 

“be appropriate to the concept of the festival…the storyline of Pulang Yuta” and should 

show the four basic dance steps of pag-hulma, pagyatak, pag-dagit, pakig-sandurot. The 

presentation should be within five to six minutes, with deductions for those going beyond 

the time allotment.  

 

Since the street dance and showdown are separate categories with corresponding winners, 

they have a different set of criteria. For the street dance, Performance 
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(“Interpretation/Execution”) and Choreography (“Creative use of basic steps/Precision”) are 

given 30% each, while Costumes and Props, Discipline of Contingent, and Audience Appeal 

get 20%, 10%, and 10% respectively. For the showdown, the same weight goes for 

Performance (30%), Choreography (30%), and Costumes and Props (20%), but instead of 

Discipline and Audience Appeal, Music is given 20%.  Throughout the event, Glynda 

reiterates these bits of information in between performance, when contingents set up the 

props for their dance presentation. As she begins to introduce the Board of Judges, the event 

is interrupted, and the video goes dark before it stops.  

 

In another video “Pasigarbo 2019” uploaded by Dumaguete Tourism on YouTube (2019), 

Glynda introduces the board of judges again later in the event, since there was a power 

service interruption at the start of the program, which caused the abrupt end of the video 

coverage uploaded by the Dumaguete City’s Facebook page. The video by the Dumaguete 

Tourism Office starts with the performance of the second dance contingent, Piapi High 

School, and covers the entirety of the event until the awarding of prizes. The first eight 

contingents are the school category, and the rest are the barangay contingents. Glynda 

introduces the dance group by announcing the contingent head and the choreographer.  

 

Based on the video which covers all participating contingents except for one, all dance 

groups evoke a rural village setting through images of huts and mountains, some groups use 

illustration or movable platforms, and others use a sheet of cloth to represent the mountain 

and the clay. Dance groups also use large colorful leaves or pots used as ‘transition panels’ 

which function like curtains in a theatre stage to facilitate transition between scenes. The 

dance begins by portraying a community of potters where dancers perform the “hulma” and 

“yatak” steps. Dancers also bring long bamboo poles (around three meters in height) to 

imitate the act of pounding the soil; while in some groups, dancers bring baskets, sacks of 

soil or clay, and screens as if to sift through the soil. The scene is interrupted by the 

abduction, with dancers shouting “daguit” and subsequently performing the prescribed 

daguit steps into their presentation. The abduction scene is resolved in various ways, with 

some dance groups showing a fighting scene between the raiders who are dressed in vests, 

some groups have the male dancers with bare upper torso, while others wear red shirts and 

trousers, or black robe to cover their festival dance outfit. Other groups show the building of 

the bell tower to ward off the raiders, while others only show an illustration which is the 

precursor to the next scene of “merry-making”; for some groups the dagiut scene transitions 

to the coming of tourists and “foreign influences” who are dressed in outfits that are 

identifiable to a certain national culture, such as Japan, Korea, or China. One group 

seemingly showcased a birth-giving scene after the “daguit” episode which somehow led to 
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the resolution and showed the conversion of the raiders when they removed their red vest to 

wear the outfit given by the dancers.  

 

Most dance groups wear stylized rural costume of bell-sleeved blouse and skirt for women 

(or for some, square pants with wrap-around cloth), while shirt and trousers for men; 

however, two dance groups have their male dancers dress up in all brown trousers and shirt 

or skin painting to represent the clay. For one dance group, dancers wear the same costume—

square pants with the image of fire at the bottom, black long-sleeved shirt, and instead of the 

monochromatic headwear, they have a black-striped bandana. Toward the end, all dance 

groups perform the “pakigsandurot step” to indicate unity and fellowship, with dancers 

chanting different phrases that involve “Dumaguete” and “Sandurot.” In contrast to the street 

dance parade, the music for the showdown is performed live, all of them using a drum 

ensemble, while some in combination with other instruments made of bamboo. Musicians 

are also competing for the Innovative Music Award (“a special award for integration of 

local/indigenous musical instruments”). Some perform live singing of the Sandurot song 

particularly toward the end, while others perform some chanting in parts of the presentation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18 Asian College of Science and Technology (ACSAT) dance contingent (with 
choreographer Sherwin Dequito). Photo is taken from the YouTube video uploaded by 
Dumaguete Tourism  
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After all the contingents have performed and the results are being tabulated, Glynda 

continues to introduce the five judges again since the introduction was interrupted by a 

power outage. Glynda mentions that not only do the judges decide the winners, but they also 

give feedback so organizers can “introspect” on what they need to do to “improve for their 

craft.” The Sandurot Festival 2019 Guidelines indicate two meetings with judges who give 

their insights and thoughts about the street dance and showdown: one is a dinner after the 

awarding ceremony (which invites lead choreographers) and another is a Post Review 

(which invites a maximum of four contingent representatives respectively).  

 

All the five judges are connected to educational and cultural institutions as educators, festival 

organizers, directors and choreographers for dance troupes and theatre groups. All of them 

are based outside the city, although two of them have been connected to cultural and arts 

events and groups in Dumaguete. One has been considered a consultant to festival events, 

and one was a director and choreographer for a university-based dance troupe in the city. 

Two of the members are connected to the Philippine Folk Dance Society and the NCCA’s 

National Committee of Dance, with the chairperson of the board of judges holding previous 

and current leadership positions of the organization and the committee.  

 

Following the “unity dance,” which is performed by representatives of the 14 contingents to 

the Sandurot song, a three-minute video was also shown, which is a montage of various 

scenes of the Sandurot Festival throughout the week. After they gather some representatives 

of the 14 contingents on the performance ground, they give certificates to the judges and 

start announcing winners, beginning with the minor awards as well as the awards for the top 

three street dance contingents. While waiting for the tabulations of the major awards, Glynda 

announces that public school and barangay contingents are given P1M worth of projects as 

incentive for joining the festival to make their participation “meaningful.” (According to 

Angelo, projects could be vehicles or facilities which are considered necessities by the 

barangay or school. Appendix Interviews – 5). Glynda confirms this with Jackie who has 

been with Glynda occasionally to assist her in providing information as she hosts the event.  

 

Afterward, Gylnda acknowledges the help of “youth-based theatre organization” YATTA 

(Young Advocates through Theater Arts) in managing the street dance and showdown events 

with the tourism office as well as companies, offices, and organizations for their support and 

“pakigsandurot” to make the event successful. Before announcing the major winners for the 

Showdown, Glynda gives more time for the tabulation by talking about the importance of 

joining the festival telling contingents that even if “you may not win… I’m sure you bring 

with you the story of Dumaguet. You understand where we come from in the stories that we 
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have wielded in the sugilanon (story) of the pulang yuta…”  She also relates her own 

experience of growing up watching potters in her neighborhood and acknowledges their 

craft, the way they would move to shape the clay even without the potters’ wheel. Even if 

they are no longer practicing it now, she continues that “We pay tribute to the Pulang Yuta 

through the Festival. We remember where we come from and who our ancestors are.” She 

hopes that the young people who join the festival will be inspired by this retelling of the 

“sugilanon of the pulang yuta” every year. Even if they do not win, what is important is that 

“we bring home the knowledge, we bring home our culture…”  

 

The winners are eventually announced, drawing ecstatic cheers and applause from the 

winning contingents. Glynda then remarks: “Congratulations everybody! More than the 

winning, it’s the spirit that you brought to the Sandurot Festival that cannot be replicated.” 

As the dancers start to disperse or take pictures still abuzz with excitement, Glynda adds that 

those who did not win any award will get P50, 000 before closing the event with 

acknowledgements and giving her congratulations to the organizers. The video zooms out 

capturing the judges and organizers in front of the camera, exchanging smiles, conversations, 

and shaking hands; on the performance ground, dancers walk, jump excitedly, and pose for 

photos with people from the crowd.  

 

“creative and folkloric”  

When I ask choreographers about the dance that they do for the festival, the recurrent 

response revolves around inventiveness, a degree of being clever and imaginative often 

spoken about lightly and playfully as if the endeavour is done in good fun. While festivals 

could be critiqued for co-opting local practices for commercial and touristic reasons (Alvina 

et.al 2020, 25), local social actors and cultural workers of national institutions attempt to 

institute certain controls (such as the basic movements) to make the festival dances authentic 

or clearly reflecting a city’s identity and not imitative of other festivals. However, identity 

is not a pre-given essence that can be easily represented through dance practices, but a 

process of belonging to a city or locality that involves various claims and aspirations of 

social actors. With this, the themes, narrative, and movements that embody the festival also 

change focus and direction. Thus, the festival navigates the thrusts to invent and innovate 

alongside the desire to stay true to the identity of the city, which is perceived to be rooted in 

the traditional and the rural. Such task requires inventiveness and playfulness.  

 

Reflecting about the design of costumes which do not match the expected setting of ancient, 

protohistoric Dumaguete, Angelo observed that the festival is “invention.” Along this line, 

I added that I felt that the festival conveys a reimagined universe and not so much an accurate 
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portrayal of cultural practices deemed traditional. Angelo explained that we make the 

festival “contemporary,” and I ask, “but with reference to the folk?”  Angelo said yes 

explaining, “That’s why the cut of the upper sleeves, bell sleeves…The rural image and the 

taste is still there.” I add, “Pero rural siya nga bongga” (rural but spectacular). “Correct,” he 

agrees. When I asked why he thought the tourism office wanted to choose rural and folk 

images of the festival, Angelo said for “naming and branding” because they wanted to put 

Sandurot in the “limelight.” With this, I inferred to Angelo that branding the city for tourism 

means going back to the ancient past, “katong kinaraan gyud kaayo” (Appendix Interviews 

– 5).  

 

Initially, Jackie envisioned to have dancers covered in mud, which proved difficult for 

Angelo since he had to reconcile different time periods (Appendix Interviews – 14). It 

seemed that the tourism office wanted to reference the protohistoric era while also 

integrating scenes about daguit which happened during the Spanish period. Because of this, 

choreographers would resort to mugna—creative invention or playful inventiveness, as seen 

with the usual plot of dance presentations in the showdown which start with a community of 

potters who fight against abductors, and then culminating into a dance of celebration. Other 

choreographers attempt to innovate, in playing around with movement as in Stephen’s use 

of cheer dance or with costume as in Dence’s use of unique costume styling with the image 

of fire at the bottom of the trousers.  

 

With the desire to capture the movement of the folk through the yatak and the hulma steps 

as well as the Dumaguete identity through daguit and pakigsandurot, while also being 

unique and innovative, the festival requires both the corporeal forms and images associated 

with folk dance as well as the creativity and imaginativeness to go beyond rurality. 

Creativity, after all, which pertains to “creative use of basic steps/precision,” is given 30% 

in the criteria. Thus, festival dance challenges the binary between authenticity perceived as 

actual practices of the folk and creativity framed as innovation and experimentation. Writing 

about folk dancing for the Cultural Center of the Philippines’ Encyclopedia of Philippine 

Dance, Beltran et. al (2017, 96-97) admit the paradoxical effect of festivals to folk dances 

since they give folk dances a space for “visibility” but also “forced them to relentlessly 

innovate.” However, the authors also acknowledge the dynamic nature of Philippine dance, 

against critics that point out the commercialization of folk dance. Folk dances in the 21st 

century, they argue, continue to “embody the ‘folk’ or the people’s beliefs, practices, and 

aspirations.” Folk dancing, in this context, although given an expansive scope in where and 

how they can be performed such as protest or touristic presentations, is still framed as 

“indigenous dances” or “katutubong sayaw, initially rooted in communal life.”  
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Villaruz (2006) writes about the challenge and difficulty of reconciling expectations of 

creating street dance choreography that would reflect local practices but also avoid 

“innovation that is considered irrelevant to communal life.”  Problematizing his 

involvement in street dancing festivals as workshop facilitator and judge in competitions, 

Villaruz confronts the contradictions of street dancing festivals as site of religious, political, 

commercial, as well as creative pursuits. As judge and facilitator, he avoids being 

“prescriptive,” bearing in mind that “street dancing in festivals should be rooted in a place 

and a people’s choosing” (203). With play, experimentation, and innovation as the heart of 

the creative processes, Villaruz wonders what would happen to street dancing festivals 

which are too prescriptive in imposing certain themes, images, or guidelines (206). Villaruz 

believes that the creative process of choreography can become dynamic through “planned 

and chance encounters,” thus allowing play and innovation, which can usher in a “discovery 

of something new,” something not unlike “invention” (or reinvention) although as Villaruz 

has mentioned it is considered an “abhorred word” (206). In the case of the Sandurot, 

choreographers and festival organizers strike a balance between the ‘planned’ (basic dance 

steps) and the ‘chance’ (spontaneity, creativity, and play) encounters in navigating 

contesting aspirations and perceptions about the city to create and stage the ceremony and 

dance events for the festival. This process renews the investment to the local, rediscovering 

the identity of Dumaguete, through these deliberations about how festival should embody 

the city.  

 

When I broached to choreographers whether the festival dance can be called mugna, Alan 

counters that it cannot be called mugna dance—with mugna here solely meaning 

‘invention’—because basic dance steps are mandated to be followed. When Angelo 

mentioned that festival dance can be described as creative, Sherwin, Allan and Ralph agreed 

by concluding that festival dance is “creative dance.” However, Angelo explained that 

having a folk dance background is an advantage among choreographers since it will be easier 

for them to “create something new” because of the fundamental movements that will guide 

them to what extent dancers can move. Angelo then offers a tentative definition of festival 

dance as both “creative and folkloric.” Aside from the need for inventiveness to entertain 

the audience, it is folkloric because it is “celebration of [the] local and folks.” Ralph agreed, 

adding that the festival highlights the local culture and its own movements (Appendix 

Interviews – 7).  

 

In my experience with folk dancing—my dance lessons with Roui to learn “Polka Biana” 

(Appendix Events – 2) or a dance rehearsal with Angelo and the SU Dance Troupe for 

“Inagta” (Appendix Events – 6)—I attempted to embody how I would imagine the 
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katigulangan or the old folks perform the movements in fiestas to the music of the rondalla. 

This folkdance music would conjure various memories: folk dancing presentations in grade 

school, old men at my grandparents’ house singing Christmas carols on Christmas eve, and 

fiesta celebrations with dancing and singing. I bear in mind the experience of Kanami 

Namiki (2011) who was one of the dancers for the Ramon Obusan Folkloric Group where 

they do not move according to a more refined or polished style of ballet-inspired folkloric 

dancing, as in the case of the Bayanihan.  Since the dance troupe places more premium on 

faithfully representing the community, they are more attuned with the “posture and attitude 

of native dancers” to capture the aesthetics of local performers (74). Although Namiki 

observed that it was more difficult to capture the “’natural’ grace” and ‘ordinariness’ of the 

movements since it takes more practice and observation (75), I tried to imitate the ordinary 

folk by making my dances more relaxed and organic.  

 

On the contrary, learning movements from choreographers for civic festival dance, I did not 

experience the same desire to embody a rural fiesta scene. Although learning the yatak and 

hulma movements from Angelo made me feel like we were indeed copying the potters, the 

steps for daguit and pakigsandurot did not mimic or interpret any pre-existing movement of 

people or animals but instead embodied social actors’ ideals about the city. To highlight the 

narrative of resilience, the daguit step is performed by first putting our hand over our eyes 

which—according to Angelo—indicates how people were watching out for the invaders or 

the mandaragit. We spread out our arms to the side with the palms out, then put our hands 

together above our head as we turn around, with the arms spread out to indicate that we are, 

according to him, “defending ourselves and defending our people.” After this, we move 

sideward as we push our arms out to show the movement of fighting back against raiders. 

Angelo mentioned that he feels the daguit dance step is like jazz, a creative interpretation 

necessary to display the high-energy movement of resisting the abductions. The 

pakigsandurot step, on the other hand, is usually performed toward the end to showcase 

merrymaking and unity. We do the pakigsandurot by bouncing lightly from side to side. 

Starting by lifting our left leg from the ground while putting our weight on the right foot and 

raising the right arm diagonally moving our hand back and forth as if we are inviting people 

over. Then we repeat the movement on the left foot and arm (Appendix Interviews – 8).  

 

Maynard, a dancer for the Silliman University Dance Troupe, shared that he found the 

movements and dance steps for the Sandurot dance steps “complicated” since it involves the 

“whole body.” Currently a Grade 11 student, Maynard has been dancing for their school’s 

contingent to the Sandurot Festival since Grade 7 and is also a dancesport athlete. He 

observed that the Sandurot dance movements are more complex since they add a bit of 
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contemporary dance movements compared to other festivals which only used hand gestures. 

He recalled that at one point the men wore skirts to represent the clay or soil, and then they 

also performed “back bridge” movements (Appendix Interviews – 9).  

 

National and local institutions all work together to make sure that local festivals are authentic 

which means they should convey and embody local culture, its stories and movement 

practices, and not only created for marketing purpose as stipulated by the Tourism Guide 

Handbook (2017). However, with the civic festival dance, this burden of representation is 

challenged in its dual attempt to entertain and to teach through spectacle and pageantry. 

While the festival dance indeed exists within the expectations of capturing rurality, 

influenced by techniques of Philippine folk dance and the stylized display of folkloric dance 

troupes (Peterson 2016), it necessitates creativity and inventiveness to accommodate local 

identity as process of formation, requiring collaboration of various social actors to 

‘authenticate’ and decide what local identity is and how it should be embodied (Ness 1992; 

Beltran et. al 2017; Villaruz 2006). Thus, the Sandurot Festival is perceived to be navigating 

the lines between authenticity and innovation, the creative and the folkloric, which further 

reveals that authenticity and the folkloric are all claims, interpretations, and perceptions by 

social actions. This process of debating, authenticating, selecting, and evaluating corporeal 

practices to embody the city constitutes the very mechanisms of mugna that is generated by 

and generates attachment to local identity—the affect of the local.  

 

Sandurot Festival as Mugna: Generating the Affect of the Local 

If these dances and corporeal acts are processes of mobilization—a ‘capacity for movement’ 

according to Randy Martin—which further “[stimulate] bodies and their movement” 

(Siegmund 2016, 28) leading toward purposeful social action and formation, then what 

direction does mugna engender? Where then is this energy of mediation, this affect of the 

local, leading us? 

For one, the locality is site of identity production which circumscribes the colonial condition 

and migrations of people, acknowledging the city as a mobile and permeable entity in 

contrast to the packaging of the local as rural and folk. In the Paghimamat, the ideal of 

togetherness performed in the ceremony privileges local space as the center, with the 

storyteller interestingly embodied by a reimagined Lalahon. Through this, the ceremony not 

only acknowledges colonial condition but also circumscribes it, rather than be circumscribed 

by the colonial as overarching narrative. The Spanish and the Americans are considered 

foreign influences on equal footing with the raiders, the natives, and the Chinese traders—

all of them constituting the Sandurot story of Dumaguete. However, colonial legacies such 
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as the political and economic dominance of the mestizo families are unquestioned. To an 

extent, other Filipinos such as Muslims and Chinese also retain their otherness in a way they 

are described as “influences” of Dumaguete. 

Secondly, the festival generates attention toward local politicians who become seemingly 

the patron of these community celebrations who are thought to make these events possible. 

Since festivals emerge from the patronage politics of the Marcoses, they also perpetuate the 

energy derived from community celebrations as glorifying and patronizing political elites. 

The same attention given to political elites in these civic festivals seems to parallel with the 

observation Peterson makes of “quasi-tolitarian state adulation” assembled by the Marcoses 

which paved the way for dancing as public performance (Peterson 2016, 158).  

Local politicians take center stage by delivering speeches and giving the awards along with 

other officials and judges. For the Sandurot, others could give credit to the mayor’s initiative 

to incentivize participation to the festival by allotting P 1M worth of projects to participating 

contingents. However, this positions him as sponsor or patron to the performance. He is, 

after all, acknowledged as “someone who has inspired productions of this kind” when the 

host introduced him for his opening speech in the Paghimamat ceremony. Local political 

elites benefit from the multitudes of people celebrating local identity. As “patrons” who 

decide to channel government funds for these celebrations, they inadvertently get the credit 

and attention for the success of these festivals.  

Thirdly, non-urban modes of living such as fishing and pottery are relegated into the past as 

symbol of city’s identity while the city embarks on urbanization goals. In the Paghimamat, 

the fisherfolks are made to embody the “ancient” roots of the city; while in the Pasigarbo 

and Pasundayag, dance productions remember the precolonial practice of pottery and 

celebrate the potters as “ancestors.” During the showdown, the host remembers her 

childhood experience of seeing potters creating earthenware pottery. Although she says the 

potters are no longer practicing this now, she continues that “we pay tribute to the potters of 

Daro through the Sandurot Festival.” While a fantastic and reimagined rurality is celebrated 

through the festival, the present non-urban modes of living become almost museumized and 

celebrated as relic of the past. The remembrance and celebration of the past as the city’s 

‘true’ identity is made in the present context of urbanization where social actors like the 

mayor aim to further urbanize the city while the non-urban becomes celebrated as symbol 

of the past.  

In this case, social actors long for the past portrayed as folk and the rural but are complicit 

and accepting of the present circumstances that threaten these non-urban practices. This 
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recalls what Rosaldo (1989, 108, 120) refers to as “imperialist nostalgia.” Colonial agents 

including anthropologists long for the “pristine” and “traditional society,” while reinforcing 

unequal power structures and taking part in these societies’ transformation. National 

intellectuals based in the metropolitan were shaped and informed by colonial tools of 

collecting knowledge about people’s practices in the periphery, driven by a desire of salvage 

ethnography and reinforcing colonial difference which reify certain ethnic groups and 

communities as symbols of national culture (Gonzalves 2010; Amada Santos 2019). 

Influenced by the same preservationist discourse, social actors of the Sandurot aim to 

preserve so-called traditional practices through documentation and ceremony since they are 

considered indicators of the city’s shared memory. On the one hand, those who protest the 

city’s urban projects assert the need to consider the daily realities of the folk, particularly the 

fisherfolk, as part of the lived experience of Dumaguete City.  The investment and 

attachment to local identity brings about these contradictions and debates in upholding how 

the city should be experienced and imagined.  

SUMMARY  

Chapters One and Two discuss the ways through which mugna as performance of local 

identity has emerged. Through policies and performance practices embedded in the liberal 

and ilustrado modernity that utilize the local as folk and symbol of nation’s soul, the local 

government unit becomes the site to perform civic festival to strengthen cultural and tourism 

programs of the nation and the city. However, in Chapter Two, the performance of the local 

is also implicated within social actors’ various and contesting ideals and aspirations toward 

Dumaguete, in the drive to preserve tradition and heritage, celebrating the past while 

accepting but also critiquing the urbanization of the present. Such debates and contestations 

underpin mugna, which also further generates the affect of the local, the investment and 

attachment to continue performing local identity.  

 

In Chapter Three, we pay closer attention to the experience of making movements and 

corporeal experiences of Sandurot Festival 2019 through the Paghimamat, Pasigarbo, and 

Pasundayag. As scenario of rediscovery, the Sandurot Festival emerges mugna   in two 

ways: playfulness or a rediscovery and reinterpretation of the ‘rural’ and the ‘folk’; and acts 

of creativity by staging, creating, and realizing corporeal practices and narratives based on 

contestations and negotiations of social actors about the city.  

 

The Paghimamat playfully evokes a fantastic and incongruous past to embody the idealized 

togetherness – with festival dancers and fisherfolks embodying the “ancient people” as well 

as song and dance numbers featuring the main characters of Dumaguete history, such as 
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Lalahon, the raiders, the fort-building Spanish priest, the warrior-saint, Spanish (perhaps 

flamenco) dancers, Chinese dragons, marching band, and cheer dancers. In the ceremony, 

we see this playfulness and inventiveness in the embodiment of the goddess Lalahon, shaped 

by the scriptwriter’s speculative fiction literary technique, in reimagining the history of 

Dumaguete which combines fact and fantasy. Since the festival tends to uproot pottery from 

its present context as a mode of livelihood but as symbol of a shared past, the “Pulang Yuta” 

movement is more creative by deviating from the identifiable movements and gestures of 

folk dance which aim to represent movement of people in the communities. The “Si 

Pilemon” segment, which combines sound and movement of festival and folk dance, plays 

with the construct of the folk, to embody the city’s past by simultaneously rehashing sound 

and movement that connote something traditional and rural but also spectacular.  

 

Acts of creativity for the Paghimamat include actualizing the idealized togetherness through 

the presence of the audience and in the gathering of various performers to create the 

ceremony. After the play ended, the host enjoined the audience to turn to the next person 

and greet them as a fellow inhabitant of the city. Paghimamat director Nikki Cimafranca 

sees the involvement of various performing groups as actualizing the message of unity and 

gathering in remarking: “Paghimamat na gyud sya” (it is really paghimamat). Such 

collection and collaboration of social actors can be seen during the last part of the ceremony, 

as performers representing the different “influences” constituting Dumaguete gather for a 

photo with city officials, while the host enumerates the different groups that performed in 

the ceremony.  

 

For the dance parade (Pasundayag) and showdown (Pasigarbo), acts of creativity are carried 

out by a network of choreographers, which is formed through this investment toward local 

talent made possible by the local government’s attempt to create a unique and distinctive 

city identity. The city government relies on the precarious and creative work of the bayot 

who are usually visible in festival spaces, whose work the local government sees in need of 

professionalizing so they can be effective and appropriate festival managers overall and not 

only dance trainers. In return, despite complaining about the lack of budget and the amount 

of paperwork to complete, Dumaguete choreographers whom I have interviewed support 

each other, draw from each other’s creative practices, and accept feedback from their peers 

and resource persons. They show a keen interest on their craft not only as a means of raket 

or income but also understand that this personal, creative, and commercial pursuit is 

inextricably connected to a greater purpose in educating the younger generations about their 

local history and promoting the city for tourism.  
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Because of these various aspirations to transmit cultural memory, the past evoked through 

the dances in the parade and showdown (Pasundayag and Pasigarbo) constitutes a degree 

of playfulness. Scenes of a pottery community featuring dancers mimicking potters amidst 

rapid drumbeats, quickly transition to abductions referencing daguit which somehow get 

resolved into a dance of unity, with a few groups adding ‘foreign’ visitors and tourists toward 

the end of the presentation. The dance parade and showdown reinvent the folk particularly 

with how dance is framed as both “creative and folkloric,” as a way to teach and entertain 

through spectacle. With this, choreographers bring their own innovation by introducing 

contemporary dance movement or opting for a more fantastic costume styling. (These acts 

of creativity as ‘tactics’ will be further discussed in Chapter Five).  

 

The Sandurot Festival 2019 events highlight the claims of social actors to present the locality 

as possessing a past rendered spectacular and fantastic but based on ‘facts’ as well as having 

a present space characterized by togetherness one that is a product of creative collaboration. 

By examining the operations of mugna through the playful reinvention of the folk and acts 

of creativity, however, we see that the Sandurot Festival is not merely a signifying system 

that represents a so-called Dumaguete identity, but as mediating reality by creating and 

producing the city based on ever-changing aspirations which social actors attempt to embody 

through dances and ceremony. These corporeal acts evoke an ‘elsewhere,’ as Thrift (1997) 

has mentioned about dance as play, in the experience of creativity and playfulness—through 

working, dancing, and deliberating together— to construct city space by organizing nodes 

of belonging. This process of mugna draws from and solidifies the affect of the local, the 

attachment to local identity, since social actors see their work as profitable and purposeful 

because it is for the city. Local identity matters both as a personal and collective endeavour.   

In the struggle over modernities through these acts and expressions of belonging to the city, 

what else are other creative possibilities of mugna, particularly during the pandemic which 

has restricted movement and curtailed life (with threats of the virus and repressive policies), 

thus changing how we create, stage, and understand performance? In Chapter Four, we find 

out how social actors continue to perform local identity in digital spaces amidst the 

pandemic. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PERFORMING LIVENESS DURING THE PANDEMIC 

 

The Local Artist as Dreamer: A Conversation with Benzi  

 

When I asked Benzi if we could talk about his experience with Paghimamat 2020, he had 

thought we would be meeting in person since he assumed I was still in Dumaguete. We had 

met earlier in an art exhibit titled “ATOA” (ours) in Dumaguete last March 2021 which 

featured his multimedia art pieces, and prior to that, during the video shooting for 

Paghimamat 2020 in September 2020. I explained I was back in Hong Kong for my PhD, so 

we had to meet on Zoom instead. I had first known Benzi as a student in my literature class 

when I was then a student teacher. Eventually I would see him carrying a camera around 

the city and would hear about his artwork and film projects. During the time he started 

working with the Dumaguete tourism office for Paghimamat 2020, he and his friends would 

also get the ground running to set up their own video productions company Higantez (from 

Higantes which means ‘giants’). Explaining his reason for creating his own company, he 

recalled how his parents would always advise him to work in big media companies outside 

Dumaguete after graduating from university. He remembers telling them: “If I do that…I’ll 

be fulfilling someone else’s dream. And here… my dream is to make my own group…That’s 

how Higantez came to be. [Dumaguete is] like a small city but we are like giants in a way… 

I built my portfolio…skill throughout the years in the small city where we chose to stay here 

even if we can go to other places.” With this company, he wants to help other people, local 

talents, in Dumaguete to access opportunities without leaving the city. I ask him: “So your 

dreams for yourself are connected to your dreams for the city?” He says: “I guess so.” His 

sense of accomplishment, like traveling in a parao from Boracay to Malaysia or going 

around Northern Luzon through an all-expense paid trip for a film project, is connected to 

a sense of pride by bringing Dumaguete’s name with him wherever he goes. He wants to 

share the same success to others in Dumaguete: “I want that opportunity for locals where 

we could meet here and [go to] other places. But you are from here, you are local” 

(Appendix Interviews – 17).  

 

In Chapter Three, I approached the analysis of the Sandurot Festival 2019 from the archive, 

particularly the video coverage of the three performance events—the Paghimamat, 

Pasundayag, and Pasigarbo. However, I also drew from the repertoire, in acts of knowledge 

transfer through the body in the performance of ethnography, such as conversations with 

choreographers and festival organizers as well as dance lessons on festival and folk dance. 

In Chapter Four, however, I further examine the ways through which social actors perform 
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local identity in the time of the pandemic, which necessitates the use of digital technology—

tools for recording, storing, and distributing content such as videos and websites. I discuss a 

dance lecture organized by the Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP) as one of its online 

offerings during the pandemic (Appendix Events – 1) as well as Dumaguete’s Paghimamat 

2020, a video production uploaded on social media and shown as part of a public ceremony. 

These two performance events lead us to confront the concept of liveness as social actors 

attempt to continue performing local identity, in the way that digital technology “draws on, 

and simultaneously alters both [archive and repertoire]” (Taylor 2010, 3). With the use of 

digital technology that affords face-to-face interaction via online platforms, liveness thus 

acquires new meanings beyond the often-cited debate between Auslander (2008) and Phelan 

(1996), with the former arguing that liveness is inextricably connected to mediatized forms 

(such as radio, television, etc.) and the latter insisting on performance as solely body-to-

body transfers of meaning.  

 

In approaching the festival through the scenario paradigm as scenario of rediscovery (Taylor 

2003), I study the dance lecture and the video production to elucidate forms of collaboration 

and acts of creativity in performing local identity as well as explore how these events expand 

our notion of performance as here-and-now moment of body-to-body interaction. Although 

the Dance Lecture does not reference the Sandurot Festival, the lecturer’s demonstration in 

creating street dance choreography to participants offers insights to the creative process 

involved in choreographing festival dances for the locality from the perspective of a state 

actor, a cultural worker representing the country’s cultural institution as resource person, 

which resonates with dance critic Villaruz’s (2016) experience as workshop facilitator 

invited by local governments. This brings to light the dynamics and relations of state and 

local actors in creating choreography and the play of creativity involved in performing local 

identity by social actors including choreographers and myself, as someone participating in 

the dance lecture and relating my own experience of learning festival dance choreography. 

In addition, the Dance Lecture also provides opportunities to interrogate performance as 

being present together through digital technology. For the Dance Lecture, I focus on my 

interaction with the lecturer trough the videoconferencing platform Zoom, while also 

studying how the lecture connects the personal, the local, and the nation in our shared 

temporality despite the absence of physical space, moved by the desire to share our liveness. 

On the other hand, I focus on how the Paghimamat 2020 complicates the distinction that 

Taylor has drawn—the archive and repertoire—and how it enlarges our idea of performance 

as liveness and presence. Aside from asking how local identity is performed, I also further 

consider why social actors continue to mugna despite the threats and challenges of the 

pandemic. Why do social actors continue to perform local identity? 
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Dance Lecture   

Storytelling through Movement  

 

In 2020, the Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP), through the CCP Arts Online, 

launched dance workshops and an accompanying lecture series, which ran from July 21 to 

August 14. This shows the attempt of national cultural institutions to continue delivering its 

programs through online platforms. Despite the continuation of some cultural programs 

online, the country’s cultural institutions provided short-lived and scant support for cultural 

workers during the pandemic (Santiago 2020).  

 

With the suspension of gatherings, the pandemic has halted the ubiquitous street dancing 

festivals, which for most cultural workers—such as the choreographers for the Sandurot 

Festival—have considered their source of livelihood. Writing about the Philippines’ cultural 

sector, Katrina Stuart Santiago (2020) points out the lack of support of national cultural 

institutions for cultural workers and artists who only received cash assistance of Php 2,000 

to Php 5,000 but only those considered ‘most deserving.’ Although Santiago commends 

individuals and organizations who are at the forefront of cultural leadership, she calls to task 

cultural agencies for their responsibility on managing public funds and their attendant 

“cultural power.” She further observes the “decay” in institutional leadership with key 

positions in cultural agencies given to “loyal allies” despite their lack of qualification. 

Cultural workers have responded to their civic duties by organizing fund-raising activities. 

However, they observe that unified and coordinated action of these national agencies is 

needed to address the needs of cultural workers who are also as vulnerable in this precarious 

situation. This can be done by organizing database of artists’ information and exploring 

partnerships with private agencies to establish sustainable projects instead of reliance on 

dole-outs. With reference to the Philippines’ Cultural Policy Profile (Avina et. al 2020), 

cultural agencies are decentralized, acting more in consultation and collaboration with local 

governments. However, it is rather noteworthy to point out that to some extent cultural 

agencies are still centralized in the way leadership positions are subjected to patronage 

politics. Furthermore, the decentralized structure in place might have led to problems in 

centralizing assistance to cultural workers in time of the pandemic.  

 

With the pandemic restrictions, the CCP Arts Online continued its offering of lectures and 

workshops. According to CCP’s Visual Arts and Museum Division head Rica Estrada, they 

were told to rethink their previously outlined programs after the CCP closed its doors from 

the public by creating ‘a more visible online presence,’ even without prior training (Santiago 
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2020). Such statement reveals the expectations of institutions on these cultural actors to 

continue holding and organizing performance and arts events despite the pandemic.  

 

During this time, I thought of learning more about dance by attending a dance workshop for 

adult beginners on ballet and the lecture series by the CCP Arts Online. Since I have not 

taken any dance lessons in the past, I also wanted to broaden my experience of dancing and 

help me understand and write about festival and folk dances.  Attending the events led me 

to the lecture by dance artist JM Cabling titled “JM Cabling: Stories through Dance” on 

August 6, 2020, which was particularly memorable since JM demonstrated the process of 

creating movement for street dance (Appendix Events – 1). I remember feeling excited about 

how that instance in the lecture unexpectedly connected directly to my own study of the 

festival. Cabling links individual creative expression to the specificity of space—the 

immediate physical environment of the lecture setting as well as the remembered hometown 

to create corporeal acts for the street dance festival. Since Cabling also mentions his 

experience of working with festival organizers, the lecture also highlights the institutional 

networks of collaboration and consultation between artists connected with national cultural 

institutions and local social actors to create embodied experience about the city. At the same 

time, my own interaction and conversation with the artist over Zoom—trying to learn the 

movement phrases on my own and asking him about festival dance—prods me to think 

further about how we inhabit the digital space as we continue to exchange knowledge about 

bodily movements through our bodies behind the digital screen.  

 

Neuss (2021, 337) begins to consider how scholars of performance and theater can confront 

the notion of liveness as experienced through Zoom and other similar technologies during 

the pandemic, which provide what she refers as “temporal presence” but “spatial absence.” 

She reflects about the lack of “spatial copresence” in relation to ‘Zoom fatigue,’ resulting in 

physical exhaustion and reduced empathy with the difficulty of accessing non-verbal 

gestures and expressions. Citing Bohme and Brennan, Neuss also writes about how the 

pandemic disrupts our experience of “the very materiality of space,” also functioning as an 

‘affective atmosphere’ in the case of a theater stage, a coliseum, or a street, as multi-sensory 

experience in affecting and changing the “perceiving subject” (338). In writing about the 

dance lecture, I continue this reflection started by Neuss on how we as participants attempted 

to share ‘aliveness’ together despite the lack of spatial and material presence, while 

exploring how festival dance is created along local and national institutional and personal 

investments.  

 



  

167 

Cabling starts the talk by introducing the lecture series called From the Artists’ Perspective, 

part of the CCP Dance Workshop where professional dancers and artists share their own 

viewpoints regarding “history and development of dance and the Filipino dance experience.” 

The lecture is held at the CCP lobby. The camera captures the flight of stairs a few meters 

behind the speaker, who sits on a chair beside a wooden table with a potted plant at the 

center. A panel in the style of the Capiz window, a common type of architecture in the 

Spanish colonial era, is placed beside the speaker and behind the table. Cabling mentions the 

purpose of these programs: “The Cultural Center of the Philippines may have temporarily 

closed its doors to the public, but the arts will continue enriching our lives.” (See Figure 19).  

 

 
 

 

JM starts by sharing his personal journey as a dancer, his beginnings into dancing and formal 

education, and eventually showing video clips of his dance projects, while reflecting about 

his growth and experience as a choreographer. JM sees himself as a storyteller even as a 

child, who would later tell stories through movement as choreographer and dancer. He 

explains basic strategies of creating movement for dance and theater productions such as 

using objects, sites, set, and non-dance choreography as he references video clips of his 

dance projects. He further explains these strategies by working with a dancer to impart his 

knowledge about choreography to the audience. After introducing the dancer as Kuya AL, a 

dance teacher for the CCP Dance Workshop who has background in ballet as well as modern 

and contemporary dance, JM walks over to join him at the CCP Main lobby. (Kuya is a term 

for “big brother” but could addressed to any older male.). In bare feet, AL is wearing a face 

Figure 19 JM Cabling starts his lecture. Screen shot from recorded video  
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mask, all black trousers and shirt. JM also mentions it is important for him to have 

“communication” with his dancer by knowing his dance background prior to creating 

choreography.  

 

JM explains that most people when making their choreography are confused on how to start, 

but he reminds them to begin with something “specific.” He adds that when they 

choreograph, they “must be free.” To do this he starts by looking around and observing his 

surroundings. He sees chandeliers, electric fans, and water bottles, which then lead him to 

create a short movement phrase inspired by circles. He demonstrates the movement himself, 

making small and light movements as he describes what he is doing. He starts with his feet 

side by side, and he puts his arms together in front of him, assuring everyone about the ease 

of the step “draw lang tayo ng circle sa space (let’s draw a circle around the space).” He then 

steps his left foot out while he puts his arms back, as he puts his right foot behind the other. 

The left foot then steps back to the right, while he brings his right knee up as he lifts his arm 

to form a circle. He makes a turn and then he brings his left knee up forming an arch as he 

brings his foot to the other side. He then stands with his feet apart. AL then follows his 

movements, which appear more pronounced and defined.  

 

JM commends AL because he was able to “do his own choreography” even if he did not 

explicitly teach the steps, adding that creating movement involves “collaboration” and 

“communication.” Later, he adds different variations to show what can be done with the 

movement phrase, adding layers such as images and stories, making the movement more 

fluid and undulated by mimicking the waves near the shore or making it more jagged to 

capture the pedestrians’ movement in a busy city street intersection. JM then pauses to talk 

to the audience on the reason he is walking us through the process of choreography, citing 

that many opportunities exist to do choreography. This is true particularly for teachers in the 

audience, he continues, who are involved in the festival for each municipality which is 

organized or mandated by the government. He adds that in choreographing dances for these 

festivals, we do not have to copy other cities’ street dancing but to focus on our own culture, 

which we express through dance and movement (“Mag-fofocus tayo sa kultura natin; palabas 

natin through dance, through movement…”).  
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He recalls his experience in the municipality of Romblon where he was one of the resource 

persons who organized and facilitated workshops for the town. As resource persons they 

aimed to slowly change the festival dances to highlight the town’s own cultural practices, 

since festival organizers previously tended to copy the Ati-atihan festival of Aklan, which 

was inaccurate since the ati indigenous people are not inhabitants of Romblon. Because the 

prevalent practice was marmol-making, the workshop focused on how to reflect this 

movement through the festival dance. (Romblon is known for marble or marmol and 

sculptures made of this mineral, earning the title “The Marble Capital of the Philippines”). 

For JM, this makes festival dance choreography “personal and specific” based on the town’s 

culture.  

 

In showing how to create choreography for street dance, he refers to the AL’s hometown, 

which is Bicol. He then asks him to show the movement for harvesting coconuts since it is 

the main livelihood in the town. The dancer shows a simple movement of climbing a tree. 

Since JM is contextualizing this movement for festival dance, he adds more details to make 

Figure 20 JM Cabling instructs AL on the choreography. Screen shot from recorded video  
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the movement bigger and more well-defined. He reminds AL to look up when performing 

the climbing motion since he is imitating a farmer who is climbing a coconut tree. Little 

moments like this, he says, matter. JM then asks AL to combine this with the earlier circle-

inspired movement phrase, telling him to also add certain kinds of movement that he sees as 

Bikolano into the dance. After AL performs the movement along with additional steps with 

the music, JM thanks him and enjoins the audience to give him a round of applause. JM goes 

back to his chair, and to close his talk he mentions the importance of “play” (pagla-laro) 

into the choreography as creating one’s own movement. He adds that people are more 

interested to know who you are (“kung sino talaga ikaw”) instead of only creating 

choreography to please and entertain. As he closes the lecture for the open forum, he hopes 

that people have learned something from the talk.    

 

JM’s talk provides a perspective from a state actor on how to create choreography for street 

dance in a locality. His experience in Romblon mirrors the creative and collaborative acts of 

festival dance as mugna: collaboration with locality’s festival organizers, the focus on the 

distinctiveness of one’s own locality, and creating embodied practices based on this 

distinctiveness to showcase, highlight, and introduce (or “pakilala”) the locality. In our 

conversation in the open forum when I asked him about what he felt was the significance of 

festival dances, he shared what seemed to be their contribution to improving the town’s 

festival. He was somehow pleased to hear that festival dancers in Romblon were wearing 

“all white” (signifying the white dust from sculpting marble) instead of painting themselves 

black like the dancers in the Ati-atihan festival.  

 

JM’s dance lecture and Villaruz’s (2016) experience as judge and workshop facilitator show 

the investment given to creating street dance choreography, which involves collaboration 

between state actors and cultural workers from local government units. With Randyl 

Villiones’ article (2019) on the process of creating festival dance based on research of actual 

practices by farmers in the community, street dance choreography relies on rural or non-

urban practices such as sculpting, farming, and pottery. As explained by JM, these 

movements can be adjusted to the streets and the coliseum by making movements bigger 

and more defined. Festival dance as both “creative and folkloric,” a definition which Angelo 

has tentatively put forward while in conversation with other choreographers, seems to 

coincide with what JM and Villaruz (2016) say about the importance of play into the 

choreography. It is interesting to note that with his contemporary dance background, JM 

grounds street dance choreography to the “personal” and the “specific” by encouraging AL 

to bring in his own experience as Bikolano into the dance. On the one hand, his Philippine 

folk dance background (his major when he was in the high school for the arts), enables him—
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he said during the open forum in response to my question—to see that every movement has 

meaning. In what seems to be a way to reconcile these various perspectives of movement as 

exploration of the self and a meaningful expression, he says that choreography for him is a 

process of problem-solving through one’s own creativity. 

 

Extending this to the process of creating movement for the festival dance, I recall my 

conversation with choreographers about their own experience in doing choreography for the 

festival (Appendix Interviews – 8). These choreographers also bring their own individual 

creative ‘problem-solving’ strategies in creating a spectacular dance production that also 

imparts knowledge about local identity to the audience. For Sherwin, during rehearsals, he 

teaches the choreography for street dance by segmenting the dance steps into figures, such 

as figure 1 or 2. Then he compiles these figures with floor patterns. With his winning dance 

contingent for Sandurot 2019, he uses the “in-out-in-out approach,” where groups of dancers 

perform one after the other to evoke certain scenes. Dence, on the other hand, breaks the 

dance production into 16 steps until he completes the choreography. Furthermore these 

creative ambitions of Dumaguete choreographers like Sherwin and Dence are intertwined 

with their own aspirations for the city, in their desire to make the Sandurot and Dumaguete 

more well-known beyond the city and the country. Through these acts of mugna, 

choreographers bring their own techniques within their  “specific” and “personal” (JM) 

concerns, playing around with or vis-a-vis the prescribed and the planned (Villaruz 2016), 

to achieve goals of the state’s culture and tourism policies. This “density of lived reality” 

(Grossberg 2006, 194) in performing street dance is expressed as an imbrication of personal 

and institutional aspirations, which drives social actors to perform local identity, thus 

creating more attention and focus to city space as site of this collaborative creation.  

 

On the one hand, what is considered “personal” and “specific” to local choreographers could 

also clash with the prescribed movements and theme of the festival as laid out by official 

festival organizers and state actors. For instance, even though Ralph appreciated the work of 

Angelo and the tourism office to improve the Sandurot by focusing on pulang yuta, he still 

felt deeply connected to the theme of daguit since the dance showed and celebrated 

Dumaguete’s religious identity and history. Since Ralph is involved with the activities of the 

Diocese of Dumaguete as a church worker and a devoted Catholic, he expresses his 

preference to the theme that references the central role of the church in Dumaguete history. 

Tingting’s recollection of a workshop which was facilitated by resource persons from 

cultural institutions also highlights this disagreement, when Tingting himself argued against 

the pulang yuta theme by saying that Dumaguete does not have a pottery culture. As resource 

persons for local government units on street dance choreography, JM and Villaruz (2016) 
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talk about the importance of focusing on actual practices to introduce (‘pakilala’) by 

emphasizing its distinctiveness. However, the so-called local practices are curated, 

assembled, and chosen by social actors from the locality, such as the tourism officer, 

academics, and artists, whose choices others also disagree with. Since some social actors are 

in a more privileged position to make these decisions, choreographers (who are not in these 

positions) need to create street dance choreography that straddles their own ‘personal’ and 

‘specific’ considerations as well as the directions stipulated by festival organizers.   

 

Through the technology of Zoom, JM Cabling and Kuya AL were able to transmit 

knowledge about street dance, which leads us to consider the creative collaborations of 

various social actors and the power dynamics involved in the play of creativity to create 

choreography for street dancing in festivals. Since the event was primarily a lecture and not 

a dance workshop, we were not expected to give feedback or showcase what we learned 

about the choreography. However, there was still some interaction with audience and the 

speaker at the start of the lecture when the speaker attempted to draw responses from the 

audience about their expectations and experiences from previous lectures and conversations 

with some participants in the open forum. As both speaker and audience meet through Zoom, 

how does performance—acts of knowledge transfer through the body—take place? What 

kind of liveness is experienced through the willful engagement of audience? In the following 

section, I briefly discuss my own experience as participant of the lecture in performing 

mugna by learning about street dance choreography from the lecture. Struggling to follow 

the dance steps, I reflect on the concept of play as central to choreography according to JM, 

as both being free but following certain rules to express a meaningful story. 

 

Connecting with Movement  

Although Taylor (2003) argues that performance as repertoire depends on liveness and 

presence of participants in the transfer of meaning through embodied experience such as 

singing or dancing, liveness persists even through and because of digital technology if we 

reframe liveness not only as an essential characteristic of performance but as “relationship 

between performance and audience” (Reason and Lindelof 2016, 2). While contemplating 

about liveness as a quality of certain machines and technologies, Auslander (2008, 62) points 

out how the definition of liveness “may be built primarily around the audiences’ affective 

experience.” In response to Auslander’s discussion on liveness, Reason and Lindelof gather 

various academic articles and thoughtful explorations from different disciplines not so much 

on the ontology of liveness but on the “experience of liveness.” Following Reason’s (2016, 

90) conceptualization of “affective experience making,” which explores how audience 

(poetic, visual, and written) responses to dance presentations integrate bodily and cognitive 
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operations of “having sense” and “making sense,” I offer my own experience of responding, 

not to a dance performance, but a dance lecture. I integrate both bodily and sensory 

sensations while also thoughtful reflection to attempt to both grapple with and make sense 

of the energy of dancing and creating dances along personal and collective goals. With this, 

I aim to show how performance lives on through willful liveness. This “integrated 

engagement,” as Reason has mentioned, “…continues the intensity and excess of the live 

experience into our living assemblage of being.” Despite and because of the spatial absence 

brought about by Zoom as observed by Neuss (2021), temporal presence can be extended 

and activated depending on the will of the audience, as the video I have recorded of the 

lecture is available for replay.  

 

Performing live together is possible, depending on the will of the audience, performers, and 

organizers to do so, as is the case of two traditional folk clubs in suburban England19 who 

transferred their meetings and performance online (Benford, Mansfield, and Spence 2021). 

In the same way, the lecture series proves how sharing knowledge about choreography 

continues, which is premised on the aim of the cultural institution for the arts “to continue 

enriching our lives” even when the doors of the hall are closed because of the lockdown. A 

few months later, while writing for a conference, I went back to the experience by looking 

up the archive, which is my own screen recording of the lecture to try and connect to the 

movement of street dance. Like Ness (1995), ruminating about the memory of dancing and 

writing about the memory in her field notes, I also juggle with layers of memories: attending 

the lecture on August 6, 2020 and watching the screen recording in June 2021. During that 

time in June, I tried to recreate the basic circle-inspired movement phrase in my own dorm 

room in the space between two beds, while recording my own movement to see how it would 

go. I recalled watching amazed at looking the dancer moving with ease and fluidity—how 

did he do that? I had thought. During this time, I was also taking contemporary dance lessons 

online. The movement of the feet and arms reminded me about my dance lessons, about 

distributing my weight around the body avoiding concentrating it on my legs. I struggled 

with the need to relax while also following the movements.  

 

 
19 In studying how folk clubs shifted to online modes during the pandemic, Benford, Mansfield, and 
Spence (2021) investigate the implication of the folk clubs’ online experience toward the concept of 
liveness. The authors argue, along Auslander’s more fluid conception of liveness, that liveness can 
be achieved through various modes online—"audiencing” and “materialising”—in various strategies 
of playing musical instruments together, chatting, uploading recorded videos, among others. In 
contrast to Phelan’s and Taylor’s notion of live performance as experienced corporeally and defined 
by its ephemerality, which cannot be archived and recorded, the authors explain how audience, 
performers, and organizers are still able to perform live together, since the technological limitations 
also shaped their attitude, by being more driven to perform together with the use of tools available 
to them.   



  

174 

In response to my question in the open forum about how to be free in dancing while 

following a pattern, JM suggested for me to begin with my own space, my immediate 

environment such as the bedroom and the shapes that I could see around me; or I could spell 

my own name. He assured, “it is trial and error… See what works for you.” I looked at my 

own video recording and noticed how my shoulders looked tensed and constricted while I 

try to draw circles with my feet on the floor and to remember to make the movement flow 

so it will not appear choppy. In my contemporary dance class online, my teacher would allot 

a few minutes for improv sessions. I remember once following the music from my teacher’s 

computer through my earphone, I allowed my body to move. Aware of the laptop in front of 

me with my teacher behind the Zoom screen even when I wrapped a kerchief around my 

eyes, I still surrendered to the motion of being like a balloon floating in the air. When it was 

over, I felt teary eyed from what seemed like an unburdening. Was that play? Was I finally 

free?  

 

Recalling about the freedom of movement during my contemporary dance lesson and my 

own belabored dance steps to follow JM’s and AL’s choreography, I turn to the importance 

of play as integral to choreography. JM mirrors his mentor Steven Villaruz’s (2020) view on 

choreography as play, which resonates with how festival dance affords a space of play, 

creativity, and inventiveness. Hinting about the paradoxical nature of dance as “game-ruled 

medium,” Villaruz further explains how it is through the “agency of play” that the arts 

“reinvent themselves,” and in dancing—for example—through “improvisation and 

juxtaposition.” The way the term “play” is used here in this context is similar to how Richard 

Schechner (2016, 89) describes its usage in Western thought beginning in the 20th century 

onward as “category of creative thought and action.” Despite its ambiguity as “rule-bound” 

or “very free,”—for Schechner—“Playing…is at the heart of performance” since “it 

embodies the “‘as if,’ the make believe.” As Thrift (1997) has argued, dance as play is able 

to ‘elude’ power because of its potential to evoke different space of experience by 

embodying the ‘virtual’ and ‘as-if-worlds.’ The ‘as-if’ world evoked through the Sandurot 

produces Dumaguete city space as having a spectacular past and an idealized togetherness 

which becomes the ‘rules’ governing creativity.  

 

In a conversation I had with Angelo, I lightheartedly suggested to him the possibility of 

including K-pop movements in the festival dance for a potential performance project that I 

was playfully planning then, after sharing to him that I had become a fan of a K-pop group. 

He responded that it was possible since festival was “creative.” However, he was quick to 

add that the question I had to ask was—“is it appropriate…with the theme…or story” that I 

wanted to communicate. Like JM, Angelo who has background on contemporary and folk 
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dance, moves me to ask about the meaningfulness of movement that is grounded to a story. 

What is the purpose of performance? In this case, what is my purpose of playing around with 

K-pop and festival dance? This conversation further emphasizes the paradox of play, as 

mentioned by Schechner (2016), in the way that ‘rules’ still pervade playing while 

encouraging self-expression and innovation. As with the festival dance, although creativity 

is expected and given importance in the criteria, the dance needs to be meaningful by 

embodying the ‘rules’ and standards agreed upon by certain social actors to evoke what they 

believe is Dumaguete identity and history, having an idealized harmonious past that 

characterizes the shared past and present of the locality.  

 

JM’s lecture and dance lesson—as performance—persists through my own engagement with 

his movement which prompted my questions on dance as play. Interestingly, JM’s choice of 

street dance as an example for a choreography lesson connects the “personal,” “the specific,” 

to the local and to the nation as both lecturer and audience virtually converge at the halls of 

the CCP. The doors of the Cultural Center of the Philippines were closed because of the 

pandemic but learning about dancing for the community and the country continued—

unfortunately amidst the difficulty of perhaps most cultural workers to continue thriving 

during the pandemic (Santiago 2020). We were all face-to-face and co-present, at least for 

the participants like me who chose to do so. Significant interaction is lost with the lack of 

spatial presence according to Neuss (2021), and in contrast to the experience of Ness (1995) 

who was able to dance on the field based on how her dance teachers moved with her. 

However, much is still gained through technology. My own willful engagement with the 

performance has extended the shelf life of liveness.  

 

The next section will discuss Dumaguete City’s attempt to engage with digital technologies 

in continuing to still transmit the “story” of the city through the Paghimamat 2020. While 

the previous section focuses on the interaction of participant and performer to discuss how 

liveness persists through the digital, the next section explores the acts of social actors through 

networks of collaboration, their various acts of creativity, and the attempts of experiencing 

liveness with the new mode of performing the Sandurot Festival in time of the pandemic.  

 

Paghimamat 2020  

 

Planning 

In 2020, at the height of the pandemic, several civic festivals like the Dinagyang of Ilo-Ilo, 

Ati-atihan of Aklan, and Sinulog of Cebu have shifted online with pre-recorded videos and 

live streaming, because in-person gatherings were banned (Mayol and Burgos, Jr. 2020). As 
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early as January, Jackie and some members of the arts and heritage council started talking 

about their plans for the festival. However, with pandemic restrictions in place, Jackie 

(Appendix Interviews – 14) suggested to produce a video or short film for the Sandurot in 

lieu of the usual festivities around March and April. Jackie was the one who initiated the 

project, recalling that “nobody wanted to move [because] everyone was so down with the 

pandemic.” She proposed the project to a mobile telecommunications company which 

approved and funded the project. According to Jackie, the company was the sole sponsor for 

the event since she did not write to other companies knowing that supporting an online 

version of the festival would not guarantee any sales compared to in-person events.  

 

As a previous sales and marketing head for the telecommunications company, Jackie was 

able to convince the company to sponsor Dumaguete’s festival. She justified to them that 

since the company is popular among Dumaguete mobile phone users, supporting “what is 

important to them [inhabitants of the city]” is one way of solidifying brand loyalty. Jackie 

also chose to utilize the sponsorship money to cover for the budget of the video production 

since she did not want to be criticized for using city funds in time of the pandemic. The 

partnership of the Dumuagete Tourism Office with a private company to sponsor the 

Paghimamat 2020 is reflective of private-public partnerships that have characterized 

heightened competition among Philippine cities in their desire to further develop and 

urbanize their localities (Ortega 2019).  

 

By June 2020, details on tasking and point-persons for the video productions had already 

been finalized. Jackie identified choreographers, narrators, and filmmakers who would 

create the video production. Using Ian’s script from previous Paghimamat ceremonies, 

Jackie wanted the film to be around 30 minutes long. While other video productions of 

festivals were set outdoors with the use of drone shots, “and you see the grass, the green, the 

sky….,” Jackie and her team wanted to shoot the dances inside the auditorium. She recalled: 

“We wanted that look...” Instead of having the dances staged outside the field they wanted 

instead to focus on the dance. They decided against putting a backdrop (a picture of the 

Boulevard), a suggestion made by Benzi and his team (the filmmakers), which Jackie 

appreciated.  

 

Choreographers, according to Jackie, were pleased at the prospect of staging the dances in 

the auditorium so they could play with the stage lights. Jackie praised Benzi’s team on how 

they were able to put the video together by adding animation. Impressed with the final 

output, Jackie remarked about the long-term didactic function of Paghimamat 2020. “You 

can continue showing it for years to come…” She then suggested possible ways on how the 



  

177 

video can be a learning tool for students so “they understand the story of Dumaguete” and 

at the same time be exposed to “artistry” that for her is “world class.”  

 

Filmmaker  

Paul Benzi Florendo or Benzi (Appendix Interviews – 17) has been a freelance artist since 

he graduated from college, working as videographer, video editor, photographer, and graphic 

designer for Foundation University where he also worked as part-time faculty for the fine 

arts department. He has also worked for companies and individuals who have commissioned 

film projects for him, taking him to a martial arts gym in Boracay, the mountains in the 

Philippine north, and even on a parao (sailboat) from Boracay to Malaysia (although they 

had intended to sail to Australia). By the time, he and his friend took over the Paghimamat 

2020 project with the tourism office, he had already returned home to Dumaguete, working 

as a video editor for a BPO company and part-time faculty for Metro Dumaguete College. 

During this time, he and two friends have already started talking about forming a company 

for video productions. They received the Paghimamat 2020 project from a friend a few days 

before the shooting started, who told them they were only going to shoot dances in the Luce 

Auditorium. The previous filmmaker, who had been earlier contacted by the tourism office, 

could not continue with the project for some reason, such as scheduling conflict or not having 

the right camera equipment. When Benzi and his team went to the auditorium for the day of 

the shoot, they realized then that the project was “not simple documentation.” They learned 

that the project was going to be a full-scale video production with “cinematic” effect. Even 

though the project was not what they expected, they told themselves to take it as a “challenge 

and [to] make it good” and decided that it would add to their portfolio as a group.  

 

After talking to Jackie on the day of documenting the dances at the Luce Auditorium, they 

also learned about the narration in the film. When they saw the previous recording of the 

narrators which only captured their faces, they suggested variations to make the film more 

interesting. They proposed shooting the scenes of the narrators in the places referenced in 

the narration and adding animation to make the film more engaging since the talking parts 

were long. Benzi himself drew the figures for the animation. Even though it was more work 

for them, they decided to add these effects “just to make the [film] look good.” For the 

dances, they gave their best to capture the dance on camera “na mura pud mi ug ga dance 

mismo” (like we were also dancing) so the scene would not look static. (See Figure 21).  
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Benzi and his team had to film three dance groups: Buglasayaw Dance Troupe (for “Pulang 

Yuta”); Kahayag Dance Troupe together with Dumaa Eskrima International (for “Katulog 

na Palangga Ko” and arnis exhibition), and Silliman University Dance Troupe (for the 

Sandurot Festival dance). Benzi recalled that he had met the choreographers and Jackie for 

a very short meeting prior to the day of the shoot, where they decided against projecting a 

picture of Boulevard or the sea as backdrop. Since the dancers would create silhouettes 

against the projected scene, they would have to use more lighting to avoid shadows, which 

would make other areas in the Luce Auditorium visible. Since they wanted to keep the 

lighting dim for more cinematic and dramatic effect, they decided not to use a projected 

backdrop and instead made full use of the theater as the setting for the dance.    

 

Since Paghimamat 2020, Benzi and his team has been tapped by the Dumaguete tourism 

office for various other projects, such as a video compilation for the Christmas Ceremony 

and another video production for the Sandurot Festival in 2021. He appreciates how Jackie 

is “open” to working with creatives and locals in the city instead of outsourcing well-

established artists from other places. Benzi and his team have been building their company 

Higantez, which for Benzi is a fulfillment of his own dreams and means for him to help other 

creatives in the city. Higantez aims to reach new heights while planting their roots firmly 

into the city. Benzi aims to gather opportunities and projects that might take them beyond 

the locality as well as experience success in the “small city,” while still (proudly) identifying 

as a “local” in Dumaguete. Even while Benzi works for the city through Jackie at the tourism 

office, he also actively collaborates with other artists to produce videos (a music video and 

a documentary) critical of the planned urban reclamation project.  Aware that he is 

Figure 21 Benzi takes a close camera shot of the dancers’ feet   
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navigating contradictory lines, Benzi reasons that since he is working with Jackie for the 

tourism office, he is “promoting the beauty of the city [and] not the projects of the city.” In 

making the recent Sandurot video for instance, they deliberately did not draw attention to 

view of the Pantawan—one of the city’s projects of extending the Boulevard coastline—

which has drawn questions about its effect to the environment (“Civil works continue…” 

n.d.; “McCann on Dumaguete shoreline projects…” 2021).  

 

Benzi had been surprised that the team was tapped again by the city to shoot video projects 

even though they were very vocal and visible in their opposition against the reclamation. 

Still, they observe “professionalism” by creating a well-made video production featuring 

city officials, some of whom he disagrees with regarding the urban project. As long as the 

videos do not highlight the projects he does not support, then he can always render his service 

for the city. When asked about why he works for the city, he responds—“If not us, then who 

else will”—indicating a sense of responsibility to offer his own creative contribution to the 

city in working for the local government.  

 

Behind-the-Scenes  

I went to the Luce Auditorium in the morning of September 26, 2020, since Angelo invited 

me to watch the video shooting of the festival dance for the Sandurot Festival video 

production (Appendix Events – 3). Built in 1974 with funds mainly donated by the Henry 

Luce Foundation Inc. of New York, Silliman University’s Claire McGill Isabel Luce 

Auditorium is considered the “center for culture and arts in the Visayas and Mindanao 

region” with the theater as site of many musicals, concerts, plays, among many others 

(“Claire Isabel McGill Luce Auditorium” 2022). Since then, the brutalist architecture of the 

Luce Auditorium—a block of gray squarish structure—has been an integral fixture to 

Silliman University’s landscape. With the pandemic, the Luce had been shut close for almost 

a year since March 2020 when “lockdowns” were issued, and gatherings were banned. 

Toward the later part of the year, there was an attempt to cautiously re-open restaurant 

establishments and even return to in-person gatherings, provided health protocols were 

observed, such as wearing of masks and social-distancing. These activities, however, would 

depend on the surge of COVID-19 cases, prompting the city or province to institute 

lockdowns and restrictions once again. In September 2020, however, when the city like 

everyone else was waiting for vaccines, and the more virulent Delta variant had not yet swept 

the country, the city could still afford to gather performers and artists at the Luce Auditorium 

for a video project.  
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Since I live on campus, the Luce Auditorium was only a five-minute walk. I went back again 

in the afternoon after learning that the shooting for the festival dance would start at 1PM. I 

had earlier gone in the morning, slightly confused since I had not found Angelo, and I saw 

some dancers, bringing their costume and bags, already walking from the stage and out of 

the auditorium. I eventually mustered up enough confidence to talk to two people behind 

me, who I thought were ‘familiar faces.’ From our conversations, I learned they had been 

my schoolmates in Silliman previously and are currently staff of Foundation University who 

accompanied their students to the video shoot. One was the choreographer of the 

Buglasayaw Dance Troupe from Foundation University (the dancers who performed earlier 

that morning) and the other was the university’s Cultural Affairs Officer. The latter 

mentioned in our conversation that she was glad their students were able to perform despite 

the pandemic, since they were scholars of the school through their membership of the dance 

troupe.  

 

Later that afternoon, fortunately, I was able to go directly into the auditorium since the exit 

door was open. I made my way to the seats near the stage, sitting near Jackie one chair away 

from her. Since Jackie and I had already communicated through Facebook and talked a bit 

earlier that morning, I did not have to introduce myself or explain I was there. I remember 

telling her, however, that I was glad Angelo invited me to watch the shooting to gather more 

data for my study, especially that festivals can no longer be held this year or in the 

foreseeable future. On stage, Angelo was already giving instructions. The dancers of the 

Silliman University Dance Troupe were in their costume, and some were bringing bamboo 

poles, while one dancer is in a long red wrap-around skirt and ballet shoes. The rest were in 

bare feet. I learned from Jackie that they were wearing the winning costume from the 2019 

Sandurot Festival competition worn by the Piapi High school dance contingent and designed 

by the school’s teachers. They were wearing stylized “folk dance” costume identified with 

lowland Christian communities, with various embellishments and colors. For the dancers, 

they were wearing off-white top and trousers accented with shades of red, orange, and 

brown. Although the women looked like they were wearing a typical “baro at saya” (blouse 

and skirt), they were wearing wide square pants that appeared to look like a skirt. When 

reflecting about this costume, Angelo commented that square pants functioned more of an 

undergarment rather than an outer wear and felt that this was already a “reinvention.” All 

dancers were wearing golden bandana and a brownish tapis (wrap - around) with red 

highlights and wooden castanets that make a sound when the dancers would move. Also on 

the stage were Benzi and two others who formed the film crew. One staff from the Luce 

Auditorium stood near the stage and acted as go-between for the staff at the control booth 

and Angelo who gave instructions regarding lighting and sound.  
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The video shooting for the festival dance started at around 1PM and completed at about 

4PM. Benzi recalled that of the three dances they had to cover during that time, Angelo had 

the most detailed instructions regarding how the dance would look on film. In our 

conversation a week prior to the video shooting, Angelo had already mentioned his plans for 

the dance. Since he would stage the dance for the purpose of shooting only as part of the 

video production, he already had in mind certain angles and shots for the camera, such as 

focusing on the feet to emphasize “basic steps.” He wanted to consider multiple views of the 

dance—from the side, front, and panoramic view—and admitted that he was already 

directing the dance for the video and not only doing choreography. Benzi recalled that they 

recorded the whole dance twice and then Angelo had the dancers perform certain formations 

or dance steps. Then Benzi and his team would do some “close-ups” on the hands and feet 

based on Angelo’s instructions.  

 

The festival dance segment with Angelo had multiple retakes and repeats since Benzi 

observed that Angelo was a perfectionist. Aside from practicing certain dance steps and 

formations before they had to have it shot on camera, Angelo had to also practice the dance 

with the stage lighting. For the opening scene, he directed the spotlight for the soloist, the 

dancer in red skirt and ballet shoes (Figure 22), who was surrounded by six dancers while 

holding their bamboo poles against a small podium upstage center where the soloist is 

holding a back-bend position. The soloist was slightly concealed by the bamboos until he 

danced away from them, and Angelo directed the spotlight to follow him. Meanwhile he 

instructed the light to dim for the other dancers who then started to hold their poles upright, 

then joining the top of the sticks at the center before exiting stage left. He called the other 

dancers to enter stage left, holding hands together then forming a circle around the soloist. 

He then instructed the staff that he would use the red lighting here for this scene, while the 

dancers slightly bent their upper torso backward to reveal the soloist at the center who raised 

his left leg for a develope 20 Angelo directed the dancers to continue to the next formation, 

then indicated that he wanted full lighting from the sides of the stage, which would be the 

lighting for the rest of the dance.  

 

 
20 I refer to Britannica.com for the definition: développé, (French: “developed,” or “unfolded”), 
in ballet, a smooth, gradual unfolding of the leg. The dancer raises the thigh to the side with the 
knee bent while bringing the toe of the working leg along the calf to the back of the knee of the 
supporting leg. The working leg is then straightened to the front, side, or back (arabesque).  
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While shooting close-ups of certain dance steps, Angelo would stand on the stage, 

sometimes arms akimbo or crossed, as he would occasionally yell instructions. Benzi would 

try to keep up with the dancers, as he moved backward, sideward, or forward to take close 

shots of their feet or hands. When the dancers were going over the last scene of the dance, 

Angelo reminded the dancers that their palms should be sharp and strong as they raised their 

hands toward the solo dancer. The dancers were huddled creating various layers, with some 

kneeling and while others were standing. Their palms were pointed to the center where the 

solo dancer stood at the platform holding a pot. In one instance while shooting the last scene, 

when the stage lights faded and dancers moved closer raising their faces to the spotlight, the 

solo dancer should have raised his leg behind for an arabesque while raising the pot over his 

head. He wobbled, however, and the dancers had to support him. Angelo complained, but 

not seriously angry, still in a cheerful mood although with a hint of irritation, telling them 

they need to do the dance again. In the middle of the dance, he would shout “cut” when there 

were mistakes. At one point, a woman dancer forgot her tapis after the team came from a 

short break. In one instant, the music was too soft, so he had to interrupt the dance. Toward 

the end of the shooting period, Angelo decided to shoot a panorama of the entire dance, so 

he and the filmmakers went to the upper rows of the auditorium. When the dance ended, 

Angelo went down from the stairs to join them on the stage telling them that one female 

dancer made a mistake which was visible on camera, so they needed to restage the dance. 

Upon hearing this, the dancers tried to smile their exhaustion away while some of them laid 

down on the platform to rest. However, their exhaustion was not loud, since all of them were 

all high school students who had been Angelo’s dancers before in previous street dancing 

Figure 22 Solo dancer performs ballet movement (pirouette) for the opening 
scene. Photo taken during video shooting at the Luce Auditorium  
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competition. However, Angelo seemed to forego the mistake since they finally took a group 

picture with the dancers on stage.  

 

Conversations  

While I was sitting with Ms. Jackie at the auditorium and observing the video shooting with 

multiple retakes (Appendix Events – 3), she commented how Angelo is a perfectionist, 

echoing Benzi’s observation during our interview months later. She added that Angelo had 

always shown enthusiasm with tasks and events for the city, such as being one of the 

choreographers who were tasked to create a standard movement for the Sandurot Festival. 

She praised his work ethic and initiative while observing Angelo directing the festival dance.  

 

The Sandurot, Jackie observed, had come a long way from what seemed to be an imitation 

of other festivals and carnivals into an authentic festival of Dumaguete City. We were sitting 

at the front rows of the auditorium watching the video shooting for the Sandurot festival 

dance. Growing up, Jackie recalled that the Sandurot Festival to her was like any other 

festival, a lowly version of the more popular festivals in the country. She was quick to add, 

however, that perhaps the organizers at the beginning were concerned with capturing the 

image of the city as ‘melting pot’ by acknowledging the city’s different foreign cultures that 

constitute the city’s identity. However, she remarked that over the years, the festival has 

become less authentic. Official discourse would frame the authentic as consistent and 

representative of what is true in the community or the locality– its practices, history, artistic 

forms, among others, which would then be the basis of the festival. With the reputation of 

festivals as lacking research and as tool solely for commercial activity (Alvina et. al 2020), 

the Tourism Guidebook (2017) reminds local governments that festivals should not be 

created only for marketing purpose and should reflect actual practices.  JM’s lecture as well 

as Villaruz’s (2016) experience as judge and workshop facilitator for street dance events and 

contests show the process of collaboration and ‘authentication’ between state actors and 

local government units to create choreography that would be, according to Villaruz, “rooted 

in a place and a people’s choosing” (203). This process is also observed in the desire for 

authenticity and the subsequent consultations initiated by Jackie, which led to developing 

the theme of pulang yuta for the festival as indicative of what makes Dumaguete distinct.  

 

As we watched the video shooting on stage, I felt that Jackie spoke with a sense of pride 

about how the movement and sound of the festival dance for the Sandurot was created by 

local artists based on actual pottery practice. When I asked about the basis for the pulang 

yuta theme, Ms. Jackie mentioned that historian and currently chair of the city’s Heritage 

Council Dr. Earl Jude Cleope cited a study about archaeological artifacts found in Negros 
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Oriental particularly Dumaguete, Bacong, and Tanjay which revealed that locals were 

engaged in pottery practice as early as 500 BC. These potters are considered the city’s 

ancestors (“atong mga katigulangan” as the host has reiterated during the Pasigarbo or the 

showdown) even though pottery has not evolved into a wide-ranging industry which people 

could readily associate with Dumaguete City. As mentioned in the previous chapters, festival 

actors like Angelo, Tingting, as well as other choreographers express questions about the 

relevance of the pulang yuta theme since pottery is not part of most people’s daily life. 

However, with the research on pottery practice in Dumaguete, Jackie believed in the integrity 

and authenticity of the Sandurot Festival.  

 

During a brief lull in the filming when Angelo and the auditorium staff tried to solve an issue 

with the sound recording, Jackie mentioned to Angelo how the festival dance that they had 

been filming for the video production can be performed on stage since there was no more 

street dance. Because of the requirements of film, the street dance which is performed for 

around seven minutes with multiple dance formations and huge but movable props in the 

coliseum or park, is condensed into a three-minute performance to a song and not to a drum 

corps. Staging the festival dance for the archive (the video production) has led Angelo to 

return the “theatricalized” dance form—Peterson’s (2016, 152) definition of street dance 

showdown presentation—back to theater from the coliseum and the public square, in a way 

that the dance is further condensed to be made portable or performable in various (cultural 

and touristic) ceremonies or events. Jackie reminded Angelo to have the whole dance 

recorded since up to that point Angelo had only been recording close-ups of various dance 

formations. Jackie wanted to have the dance documented. In our conversation, Jackie also 

confided how the filming for Paghimamat 2020 made her aware about the importance of a 

film crew to properly document the street dance parade and showdown since recording in 

the past was often overlooked in organizing and staging the dance events. Performing for 

the archive, because live performance is impossible, has led to recognizing the significance 

of documenting and storing the performance.  

 

Because of the pandemic, Sandurot 2020 had to be done online with the use of digital 

technology, and from which, new forms of mugna—collective and creative collaboration to 

perform local identity— have emerged. Firstly, the participation of Benzi and his team with 

the project would be a start of the partnership between the tourism office and the company 

Higantez whose members feel an affinity to the city and see themselves as “locals,” 

contributing their expertise to the city government while also creating critical creative 

projects against the city’s urban projects. Secondly, aside from adding animation and 

cinematic effects for the narration, Paghimamat 2020 also paved the way for new acts of 
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creativity particularly for the street dance. Since street dance migrated into the theater stage 

as part of the video production, the usually enormous and spectacular 7-minute dance 

presentation was compressed to three minutes with the Sandurot song as background music 

and not the festival drumbeat sound. Shaped by theater and camera effects, the dance became 

more intimate by focusing on the dancing body. Angelo’s specific instructions for lighting 

and smoke effects as well as his instructions for Benzi to focus on feet and hands draw 

attention to the dance steps. Angelo also integrated ballet movements through the solo dancer 

representing ‘red clay.’ The dance piece is also portable, with Jackie telling Angelo during 

the video shooting that they can perform the dance in another setting since there is going to 

be no more street dancing yet in the foreseeable future. Finally, the filming process can also 

be approached as live performance itself, even if I am the only one present in the auditorium 

willing to receive the embodied knowledge about the city since those around me—the staff, 

the film crew, the choreographer, the dancers, and the festival organizers—are not 

performing for me but creating performance to a future audience. As researcher, I was 

enthusiastically ‘collecting data’ from any form of in-person gathering since the site of 

analysis—the in-person festival—is no longer available. However, the ‘behind-the-scenes’ 

for the video production made very clear the process of creating embodied experience for 

the city, highlighting the devotion and dedication of social actors to produce Paghimamat 

2020.   

 

In the following sections, we will follow how these social actors transmit performance of 

local identity through digital technology, and how such transmission reveals the fluidity of 

the archive and repertoire.   

 

 Fluidity  

Watching the video online  

Two months after the filming of dances in the Luce Auditorium, the video was uploaded on 

November 24, 2022 through the Dumaguete City Tourism Office Facebook Page, which 

coincided with the Dumaguete City’s 72nd Charter Day Celebration. Watching the video then 

felt odd compared to the usual merriment and celebration during fiestas—food, karaoke, 

parades, drunken chatter and singing for two or three days. There was still some karaoke 

singing from a distance that night. I remember mostly, however, the old ballads from the 

radio with the sound of a few vehicles passing by.  

 

As mentioned by Jackie, the script written by Ian Casocot for the Paghimamat ceremony 

was reworked for the film. Since the ceremony would last for almost two hours as was the 

case for the Paghimamat 2019 with narration and various dances, the script was condensed 
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to 30 minutes featuring only three dances: Buglasayaw Dance Troupe for “Pulang Yuta”; 

Kahayag Dance Troupe and Dumaa Eskrima International for a dance and arnis exhibition; 

and the Silliman University Dance Troupe for the Sandurot festival dance. While describing 

the film, I focus on how social actors utilize the theater stage, dance, animation, and film to 

convey to its intended audience—the inhabitants of the city—the story of Dumaguete.  

 

The video opens with an advertisement of the sole sponsor (the telecommunications 

company) about ‘recreating better days,’ while showing middle-class and upper-class 

individuals comfortably coping with the pandemic through digital technology, in bright and 

colorful scenes with upbeat music. The film then begins with Nicki Dumapit—an artist (who 

specializes in making original instruments to mimic nature sounds)—who stands on an 

auditorium stage. The background is dark with some stage smoke. The camera focuses on 

his face, while he blows into the budjong (a large conch shell) to make a low, drawled-out 

sea sound. He is wearing multiple bracelets, some made of wooden beads. After playing the 

instrument, he looks up while bringing the conch shell down to his side. The camera stays 

with him for a few seconds, while he looks afar dramatically, an expression akin to 

wistfulness. He is wearing a bandana with figures referencing the Philippine flag—three 

stars and a sun.  

 

After the playing of the budjong, the scene then shifts to Glynda Descuatan at the Prudencia 

Building (former City Hall now renovated to become a museum), smiling warmly and 

speaking with her signature radio-modulated voice. Glynda is one of three narrators in the 

film, and through their narration, Paghimamat 2020 frames the story of the city according 

to a linear and chronological order in three segments. Each segment is expressed through 

narration with corresponding animation and dance. The following segments are the 

following: introduction of the Sandurot story starting with the ancient people inhabiting 

Dumaguet which is part of Buglas (the old name of the city and the island respectively); the 

Spanish conquest and the account of daguit; the coming of the American colonial forces and 

Chinese traders. The last segment concludes how these various waves of migration and 

movement of various people into the city have produced Dumaguete as a space of 

“confluence” and fellowship. 

 

The three narrators in the video are all women and active in the city’s cultural events. 

(Glynda is a radio DJ and the ‘voice’ of city ceremonies and events as the emcee or host; 

Dessa Quessada Palm is a performer and director of YATTA, a theater organization; and 

Onna Quizo is a university lecturer and theater performer).  They all wear clothes that 
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signify the Philippine nation, which can be lumped under the category Filipiniana21. The first 

two wearing clothes associated with certain ethnic groups (especially as popularized by 

folkloric dance troupes) and the third narrator wearing a dress with the terno butterfly 

sleeves.  

 

For the first segment, Glynda narrates the ancient roots of the city, pointing to call of the 

Budjong as the sound of the sea which she says, “where we came from,” situating 

Dumaguete as a coastal village and part of a rich maritime kingdom. The animation shows 

the “ancient people of Buglas” inhabiting the coastal village such as the Bukidnons and the 

Aetas. The figures are of men with bow and arrow, spear and shield, and wearing a bahag 

(loin cloth)—all familiar images of minority ethnic groups. To connect the Pulang Yuta 

theme of the festival to this narrative, she then continues: “From the Dumaguet sprang 

Dumaguete, come out of the beauty of the read earth…the Pulang Yuta is transfigured earth.”  

Human industry and creativity—as “heart” of this “merging”— connect the elements of 

earth, wind, water, and fire to shape the red earth into pottery. With this, she then introduces 

the Buglasayaw Dane Troupe of Foundation University, performing the “Pulang Yut”  

dance.  

 

In contrast to the festival and folk dances, the Pulang Yuta dance takes a more interpretive 

and creative approach with their complex costume, the dancers’ solemn demeanour, less 

structured movements that deviate from Philippine folk dance, as well as the trance-like 

atmosphere created by the dim stage lighting, the stage smoke effect, and the rustic and 

earthy sound of the music. Compared to the ceremony at the Boulevard for the Sandurot 

Festival 2019 (as seen in the video footage), the camera angles and stage effects make the 

dance more ambiguous, giving it more a numinous effect as symbolic of a shared precolonial 

tradition instead of referencing pottery as a specific community practice in Dumaguete.  

 

The next scene shows an animation sequence with the narration of Dessa Quesada Palm who 

introduces the Spanish colonial period, starting with Miguel Lopez de Legaspi who seized 

the island of Buglas. Standing at the Rizal Boulevard esplanade, she further narrates that the 

 
21 Instead of Filipiniana, Mina Roces (2005) uses the phrase ‘Filipino Dress’ instead referring to the 
Barong Tagalog for males and the terno for the female in writing about the use of dress in 
mobilizing political agenda and affiliation in various stages of twentieth century Philippines, 
specifically its use by male and female leaders. Defining the terno as “national dress with butterly 
sleeves” (354) and tracing its history from the pre-colonial era to the baro’t saya and the traje de 
mestiza of the Spanish period, Roces mentions that female political figures have also used other 
types of Filipino dresses such as the ethnic dress “like that of the highlands” (356). The latter is the 
one used by the first two narrators, while the last narrator used a less elaborate terno, with a simple 
dress and butterfly sleeves. 
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Spaniards not only “brought a new name for the island” (from Buglas to Negros after the 

dark-skinned natives), faith, and cultural practices, but also sought to claim other islands 

from the south in Mindanao. When the Spanish stronghold in Northern Zamboanga fell, the 

people from the South raided coastal village in Negros for vengeance and captured the 

inhabitants. The next scene finds the narrator standing near the Bell Tower, as she narrates 

how from 1755 to 1760, the village was safe from the raids that inundated the province 

because of a parish priest’s initiative in building a fort comprised of watchtowers and a 

chapel in honor of Dumaguete’s patron saint St. Catherine de Alexandria. The animation 

shows the saint wielding a sword in one hand, standing on the shore, and driving away 

incoming raiders on their boats. For the next performance, the narrator (now back on the 

Boulevard) introduces the Filipino indigenous martial arts arnis and eskrima performed by 

the Dumaa-Eskrima International – Philippines by asking "…how then did this martial arts 

practice would have been used?” 

 

As discussed in Chapter Two, the integration of the Filipino Martial Arts arnis/eskrima into 

the Dumaguete story is speculative, and one that continues the narrative of arnis as symbol 

of resistance, this time by the villagers against the raids or daguit. The question posed by the 

narrator speculates how arnis would have been used during this time, prompting viewers to 

consider that the performance is a reimagination of Dumaguete history.  The scene opens 

with the auditorium stage bathed in red light with children aged around 10 to 13 displaying 

powerful and technical martial arts skills who show fierce fighting expressions. The 

background music, which seemingly combines indigenous instruments and electric guitars, 

makes the scene more intense. After a while when the children held their last pose, the 

dancers from the Kahayag Dance Troupe entered the stage. Three dancers carry arnis sticks 

in both hands, while a female dancer representing St. Catherine de Alexandria carries what 

looks like a sword in one hand. When the children exited the stage, the camera slowly 

focused on the female dancer representing Santa Catalina, and the song shifts to a lullaby 

“Katulog na Palangga Ko” (Sleep, my beloved). The dancers combine arnis martial arts into 

the dance, moving gracefully while striking fight poses. Like their performance for 

Paghimamat 2019, the dance establishes a contrast between the soft music of the lullaby and 

the fighting poses and movements of the dancers. Consistent with anecdotes of Santa 

Catalina as “warrior saint” (Makil 2011), the dance seemed to show the saint and the 

villagers preparing to fend off the raiders by training to fight through arnis. With this, Santa 

Catalina has become a symbol of the indomitable and resilient character of the people of 

Dumaguete. 
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The third segment opens with a narration about the American colonial period which, 

according to the narrator, brought teachers, doctors, and ministers. The narrator Onna Quizo 

stands on the stairway of Assembly Hall—one of the oldest buildings of Silliman University 

which was founded by Americans in 1901. The narrator also mentions the coming of Chinese 

adventurers and traders (from the “Middle kingdom” and “our neighbors from the North”) 

who eventually settled in the city. The narrator then reiterates how Dumaguete is a coming 

together of people bringing their various influences “to build a common future, a common 

destiny, a story shared by everyone.” The animation shows an illustration of people’s arms 

interlocked together. The narrator continues: “The story of Dumaguete is the story of 

Paghimamat…It is the story of all sojourners who have shaped the life of lived culture of 

Dumaguete City: the ancient people of Buglas, the passionate Spaniard, the fierce raider 

from the South, the proud American, the wise China woman. All of them built a place where 

the confluence and mingling of cultures and peoples have made Dumaguete the city of the 

Sandurot. This is a city that continues to welcome and charm and provide a warm home to 

all…”  

 

In the Paghimamat for Sandurot 2019, the same narration is uttered by Lalahon (who is 

incidentally played by the third narrator herself), while the various actors representing the 

“cultural influences” of the city walk toward the stage and stand together behind the narrator. 

For the video, the animation features the illustrations of various peoples that have been 

previously shown throughout the film all in one frame to depict the story of the city as 

“confluence and mingling of cultures.” (See Figure 23). Toward the end of the narration, the 

animation shows Dumaguete landmark such as the Bell Tower and the Assembly Hall (of 

Silliman University). When the scene goes back to the narrator, she stands on the Assembly 

Hall grounds and introduces the next performance by the Sandurot Festival Dancers. Before 

the scene shifts to the performance, the narrator smiles with enthusiasm as she says: “We 

will see you in September for the 2021 Sandurot Festival!” 
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As previously discussed, Angelo utilized stage effects and camera angles for the festival 

dance. The festival dancers perform the fundamental Sandurot steps, the yatak and hulma 

steps indicating pottery movements, the dagit referencing Dumaguete’s oral narrative of 

defending the village from the raids, and the pakigsandurot indicating hospitality of inviting 

visitors to the city. As envisioned by the choreographer, the film features close-up shots for 

the feet as dancers perform the yatak dance step as well as a focus on dancers’ smiling faces 

to exude the festive mood of the dance.  Toward the last part of the dance, the video shows 

a montage of six frames to show different movements simultaneously. Benzi had mentioned 

this scene as Angelo’s idea (Appendix Interviews – 17) (See Figure 24). For the song’s 

closing refrain, the video quickly shows a series of shots from the dance along with the rapid 

beat of the drums, expressing a heightened mood. Then the solo dancer comes back carrying 

a small pot, dances with it, then twirls and leaps to the platform at the center stage to join 

the dancers who have already gathered. When the song stops, the dancers with sharp open 

palms point to the solo dancer in the middle, who raises the small pot with both hands above 

his head. The music resumes as the dancers gather closer toward the soloist who lifts one leg 

back while holding the pot. The dancers lift their faces up to the spotlight which slowly 

fades. This seems to be a fitting transition to end the film. The credits then roll.  

 

 

Figure 23 Illustration from the video depicting the various peoples from Dumaguete 
history   
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As of April 11, 2022, the Paghimamat 2020 video uploaded by the Dumaguete City Tourism 

Office on Facebook has received around 2,000 views, around 100 reactions, and seven 

comments. All comments expressed congratulations, gratitude, and praise except for one. As 

mentioned, Tingting vehemently criticized how the Pulang Yuta dance was not reflective 

and representative of “anything Dumaguete” and pointed out how the symbols of the 

Philippine Flag should not have been worn as bandana by the artist who was playing the 

budjong. In my conversation with Benzi, he mentioned that because of this complaint they 

had to edit the colors of the bandana so it would not look like the colors and figures of the 

flag when they uploaded the video the following year in 2021 to celebrate the Sandurot 

Festival (Appendix Interviews – 17).  

 

Attending Live Events: Public Ceremonies and Facebook Live  

On November 27, 2020, the city showed Paghimamat 2020 as part of the Christmas Light 

Up Ceremony held at the Manuel L. Quezon Park (Appendix Events – 5). The festival 

events—the Paghimamat, Pasigarbo, and Pasundayag – which were usually performed in-

person had been compressed and performed to be documented into video form. This was 

then shown in-person, projected to a white screen during a public ceremony, a rare 

opportunity during the pandemic when the situation seemed to be relatively manageable with 

social distancing measures and mask-wearing in place. The event was also covered ‘live’ on 

Dumaguete City’s Facebook Page. Since I was not able to join the crowd in the early part of 

the ceremony to watch the Paghimamat video, I watched the video recording of the event 

instead which was made available on the Dumaguete City’s Facebook Page after the 

simultaneous Facebook Live coverage. The Christmas Light Up ceremony was one of two 

public gatherings during that day, since earlier that afternoon, a Groundbreaking Ceremony 

Figure 24 Collage of different camera angles. Screenshot from Paghimamat 2020  
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for the Dumaguete Tower was held at the opposite side of the park from where the Christmas 

ceremony would be held (Appendix Events – 4). Thus, these two ceremonies can be said to 

form a public performance of city officials, through speeches and even some singing, to 

articulate accomplishments and goals for the city. Shown in the initial part of the Christmas 

program, the Paghimamat 2020 and by extension the Sandurot Festival is part of this nexus 

of policies, collaborations, and creative acts to perform local identity.  Referencing my 

experience of participating in these various modes of knowledge transmission through the 

body (both the Facebook Live and the public ceremonies), I discuss how social actors assert 

their collective and creative aspirations through performance.  

 

In a Facebook post announcing the ceremony on November 28, 2020, Lupad Dumaguete 

(2020) mentioned that the Buglas Travellers and the Free Masonry Foundation Incorporated 

represented by Don Ramas Uypitching and the City Government of Dumaguete represented 

by Mayor Remollo entered into a memorandum of agreement which stated that 

Uypitching—on behalf of the Foundation—will finance the building of the 18-storey obelisk 

tower. After its completion, the structure will be turned over to the LGU to facilitate the 

operation of the tower, which is primarily geared toward tourism and culture and arts.  

 

Upon learning about the Groundbreaking Ceremony on Facebook, I went to Quezon Park at 

around 3:00 PM before the event started. The site, which they cordoned as the very ground 

for the tower, looked small and cramped. The spot was right on the very playground where 

we had played as children on Sunday afternoons. We were gathered there around that plot 

of land—officials, journalists, the donor’s co-members from the mason organization—

amidst slides, jungle gym, and swing painted with very bright color. The soil looked 

powdery and dusty brown. Would it be strong enough to hold the weight of the city’s big 

dreams? The tower with metal structures and fiber glass window is projected to be a node 

that connects the ancient bell tower, the Boulevard, the City Hall and Museum to the sea and 

the range of Cuernos de Negros.  

 

In his speech, the donor Don Ramas Uypitching, a businessman from an illustrious Filipino 

Chinese family, expressed his dream of having the structure completed not only to share 

something “special” and “phenomenal” for the city but to also envision it as the venue where 

he will have his installation as a high-ranking official in the freemason organization. Echoing 

Benzi’s pride-in-place as coming from Dumaguete, Don sees himself as a “proud 

Dumagueteno” who wants to see the city along the ranks of great cities in the world which 

boast of its grand structures. He cites for example the obelisk structure in Washington D.C. 
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that reflects “the timelessness of civilization, demonstrating the awe, respect, and gratitude 

the nation felt for its liberty and freedom.”  

 

Following the donor’s speech, the mayor then walked to the podium and began by clearing 

any controversy, citing that there is “nothing controversial in the ceremony” since the 

Dumaguete tower is a “gift of love from a true-blooded Dumagueteno.” Mentioning Don 

and his family’s generosity, the mayor highlighted this as an example of “civic-minded 

consciousness” where private citizens participate in contributing to the growth of the city, 

specifically according to how they have planned its trajectory. He extended this sense of 

participation in local government as private citizens to foreigners as well who have stayed 

and “loved the city as their own.” For the mayor, the tower united the spatio-temporal 

dimensions, seeing it as connecting to old structures such as the Quezon Park and the Belfry 

but also as symbolizing “humanity, freedom, and modernity.” The mayor perceived critical 

views of him and the city’s projects as “negativity” which hindered success and opposes the 

modern. The path to the modern, seen as a highly urbanized city which parallels other cities 

perceived to be great, is designed and decided by these city officials.  

 

Later in the event, the mayor and the donor alongside other city officials, freemasons, and 

the reigning Ms. Dumaguete beauty pageant winner, all gathered around the spot where the 

tower would be built, and each carried a shovel to symbolically break the ground as the 

media took pictures. Eventually, the National Historic Commission ruled against the 

building of the Tower at the Manuel L. Quezon Park since it is a historic site (Sorote 2020). 

Plans are underway to have the tower transferred to another site, which might be in the 

reclaimed area off the Rizal Boulevard—a tenuous and contested land transplanted into the 

sea to physically expand the city. On the other hand, one commenter of the Facebook post 

accessed on November 29 mentioned the tower to be “incongruous” for the park which is 

“too small” and believed that only “monuments” should be built in the park; to this, she asks: 

“monuments to what or [to whom]?” Other comments opposed the planned tower on basis 

of religion, claiming that the obelisk is a pagan structure.   

 

When I went to the Community Christmas Tree Light Up ceremony, I had already missed 

the public viewing of the video. The setting for the ceremony has been site of many public 

gatherings, civic events, talent shows, including political rallies and demonstrations.  All 

monobloc chairs for the audience were occupied. A significant number of people were 

gathered, with most wearing face masks. It was still a sizeable crowd during a pandemic; 

however, there was still an agreement somehow to keep a relative and cautioned distance 

between bodies among the crowd. I stood at the back with the rest of the audience. If this 
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had been held a year before, people would be standing shoulder to shoulder. The “parols” or 

wooden star-shaped lanterns around a bare cone-like scaffold—the Christmas Tree—would 

soon be lit up in the ceremony.   

 

Since I missed the public viewing of the Paghimamat video, I watched the coverage of the 

event uploaded on Dumaguete City’s Facebook Page (Lupad Dumaguete 2020). The 

coverage started a few minutes into the video, when the second narrator Dessa was talking 

about the Spanish colonization and the villagers’ response against daguit.  The technical 

team struggled to focus on the white screen where the video was playing so I only had a 

limited view. I could not see the crowd since it was already dark. Toward the end, the 

Sandurot festival dance is performed after (the third narrator) Onna Quizo’s enthusiastic 

remark of telling viewers about the next Sandurot Festival in September 2021. Since the 

music was upbeat, and the dance ended in an intense note with the beat of the drums and 

various camera effects, I thought it was the reason that the film garnered some scant applause 

which was still audible from the video coverage.  

 

After the customary Invocation (prayer) and singing of National Anthem for every program, 

Glynda added that the Paghimamat is the “story of Dumaguete” which features “the creatives 

of the city”—from animators, dancers, writers, among others. After acknowledging officials, 

artists, and medical frontliners, she introduced the Mayor’s Christmas message. I was able 

to catch this part of the program at the Quezon Park. Together with the crowd, I watched the 

mayor’s recorded message of gratitude to health workers and video montage of government 

frontliners (directly involved in managing the pandemic) sending their Christmas greetings. 

To continue the message of “resilience,” a child sang the national ‘theme song’ for the 

pandemic “We Heal as One.” She drew spirited applause from a few in the crowd. After the 

song, Glynda then called government officials, the mayor, and Ms. Dumaguete 2019 on the 

stage for the countdown. Turning their attention to the giant Christmas tree, the officials and 

guests on stage counted from 10, led by the mayor; and at the count of 1, the Christmas Tree 

slowly lit up from the base up to the sole yellow star on the top. After a while, Christmas 

songs were played, initially led by the singer who was eventually joined by some government 

officials. The mood was quite festive. Eventually everyone left the stage, and a Cebuano 

Christmas song played “Kasadya ning Taknaa.” Glynda was telling the audience they could 

have their pictures taken with the Christmas tree. The government officials and audience in 

the front row were more participative; a few were dancing with glee, while others went to 

the Christmas Tree to take pictures. As for audience like me at the back, we quietly dispersed 

and went our separate ways.  
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Participating in the Sandurot 2020, I find myself experiencing the malleability and fluidity 

of the archive (purportedly stable objects such as photographs, artifacts, and articles) and 

repertoire (corporeal practices such as singing or dancing) through digital technology as 

social actors attempt to continue to perform local identity despite the pandemic. With the 

impossibility of celebrating festivities and staging the dance events as in the previous years, 

social actors find a way to work together to continue telling the story of the city through the 

film, and at the same time, find means on how to transmit this through various ways: 

uploading it on social media and showing the video in the public ceremony while also 

covering the event live on Facebook. Going through various modes of knowledge 

transmission reveals the fluidity of performance as well as the reasons and motivation of 

social actors to continue performing. It expands our idea on the what of performance as 

liveness, as the present and in-the-moment exchange of knowledge between and among 

bodies, but also further reveals the why of performance—as enmeshed in the struggle over 

the modern—to define collective space through notions of heritage, progress, and 

development.  

 

Following Taylor (2010, 3) who argues that the digital neither replicates nor extends the 

archive and the repertoire but “draws on, and simultaneously alters both,” I have observed 

how digital technology can replicate ‘liveness’ and sense of immediacy of the repertoire 

when the video is simultaneously uploaded on various Facebook pages and when it was 

shown in a Christmas Light Up ceremony while being covered ‘live’ on Facebook for others 

who cannot attend the event in person. Documenting the festival for Paghimamat 2020 as 

video production has also made the Dumaguete story (as told through the body and music) 

repeatable and accessible since it is stored online on social media. The Facebook Live 

coverage as archive can be immediate but can also be accessed later, although the storage is 

not tangible and can also be ephemeral.  

 

As Jackie has mentioned (Appendix Interviews – 14), the use of digital technology to record 

the performance has also brought further awareness on the importance of properly 

documenting the festival, since the video could continue its function of instilling a sense of 

place among (younger) audience by educating them about the city while exposing them to 

artistic expressions. This desire to record and archive through these digital tools can be 

indicative of our attempt, according to Taylor (2010, 15), “…to save and preserve a sense of 

self as we face the uncertain future, emphasizing our agency in the selection and meaning-

making process that we fear threatens to outpace us.” Digital technology displaces bodies, 

but also, like Taylor has said, “heightened the appreciation of embodiment.” Even though 

the digital (camera, videos, social media, among others) alters what we know about modes 
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of transmitting embodied experience, the body still prevails as a main site of knowledge 

transmission, with the way social actors gather for Paghimamat 2020.  

 

While the festival follows nation-state policies to construct the city as a distinct urban space 

to promote national unity and economic development through cultural events and 

infrastructure (Yeoh 2005; Peterson 2016), it also entails bringing together social actors 

personally invested in deciding how the city is remembered and lived for the present and the 

future. This collaboration of social actors emerges from local government policies that have 

led to multi-sectoral participation. With the Sandurot Festival as site of these metacultural 

practices (Bennett 2012), visual artists, choreographers, academics, musicians, among others 

decide how to transmit knowledge about local identity through dances and ceremony. 

Through these claims about the locality, social actors aim to shape social conduct in the way 

the festival fosters a sense of attachment, belonging, and connection to local identity. To an 

extent, the mayor’s call for “civic-minded consciousness” – characterized by public-private 

partnership common among local government units which are eager to develop their 

localities (Ortega 2019)–can constitute the process of mugna in the way he seeks to draw 

more support from local social actors for government-related projects. However, even 

though a commitment to local identity unifies these social actors, they differ in their 

perspectives about the direction of the city. Some social actors involved in the festival also 

make claims about city space through mugna, in creative collaborations to protest the city’s 

reclamation project, to articulate modernity that is not burdened by other cities’ “kalamboan” 

or progress but one based on their lived experience of the city. Through these protests, we 

begin to see the transformative potential of mugna which will be explored in the next chapter.  

 

 

SUMMARY  

In Chapter Four, with the suspension of public gatherings, the CCP Dance Lecture and the 

Paghimamat 2020 draw our attention to the investment given to performing local identity as 

personal and playful but also tied within the narratives of city-making and nation-building. 

The CCP Dance Lecture further illuminates the creative process of choreography as play, 

which involves the collaboration of state and local social actors. I relate this further to 

choreographers’ experience of navigating the ‘folkloric’ and ‘creative’ aspects of creating 

street dancing, which further highlights how the festival street dance is a scenario of 

rediscovery. Local identity is rediscovered and reinvented in inventing and playing with 

dance forms (Villaruz 2006, 2020), within agreed-upon standard and guidelines, which 

continue to be deliberated and modified based on social actors’ perspectives and 

interpretations. (Discussing mugna as ‘tactics’ through this play of creativity will be 
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discussed in the next chapter.) With the use of digital technology to create and transmit 

performance, we see the following: different networks of collaboration, for instance, in the 

involvement of video creators and filmmakers; and new forms of embodied expression, as 

in the case of a more intimate festival dance combined with ballet movement and shaped by 

theater and camera effects. Furthermore, we see the changing experience of performance 

particularly during the pandemic: not merely as the here-and-now embodied transfers of 

meaning but also intensely ‘mediatized’ (Auslander 2008) while also attempting to continue 

to be ‘live’ through willful engagement (Reason 2016), as in the case of my own engagement 

with the dance lecture on Zoom; and different modes of liveness brought about by digital 

technology (Taylor 2003), in the use of social media in archiving and broadcasting (‘live’) 

the Paghimamat 2020. All in all, these are attempts to continue privileging the body as site 

of energy and creation, a kind of defiance (Capece and Scorese 2022), amidst the pandemic.  

 

The next chapter continues to examine the affect of the local as further circulated and 

reinforced through the ‘tactic’ of bayot/choreographers carrying out festival choreography 

as a gendered form of occupation and through the creative protest of cultural workers, artists, 

and Dumaguete residents in their claim to city space that is not burdened by other cities’ 

“kalamboan” or progress but determined by their lived experiences.  
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CHAPTER 5 
EXPLORING THE STRUGGLES OVER MODERNITY 

 

Conversation about Criticality with Don   

W Don Flores is a colleague in Silliman University, an artist and scholar who has been 

teaching in the Fine Arts department for more than five years now. I have met Don in writers 

workshop events and lectures as well as university gatherings and assemblies. We have made 

several attempts to collaborate on a few projects–such as a workshop on the teaching of 

Martial Law texts and visual art–along with other colleagues. However, they never 

materialized. To an extent, the conversation with Don is long overdue, a dialogue between 

two colleagues sharing our research trajectories, questions, and struggles. While I was 

attending the ATOA arts exhibit in February 2021 which I heard was the first of its kind 

after a long time to gather artists in Dumaguete, I thought  to have a chat with Don to find 

out what he thought about the arts scene in Dumaguete. Although I set out to ask Don about 

the city as well as its art spaces and cultural productions, I started openly sharing my own 

concerns and apprehension about my research.  

 

Completing his MFA at the California Institute of the Arts and  collaborating with other 

artists and curators in contemporary art networks, Don “does a lot of things” across media 

including video, painting, and texts which are also pointed critique: interrogating the very 

word ‘art’ itself, challenging art venues through works that interact with and interrogate 

urban space,  and confronting difficult moments of histories where the artist is situated. He 

mentions about sharing his experience with fellow artists in Dumaguete to make various 

paths visible, where he thinks his peers could have “a little more agency.” Commenting 

about the work of visual artists in Dumaguete, he feels that the artwork generally is devoid 

of any feelings and ideas the artists may have about their neighborhood. Don’s observation 

about the visual artists’ lack of dynamic and critical engagement with their context (in 

contrast to the community work of performing arts group YATTA) reminded me about my 

own task of writing about the festival and the city. Reflecting on the scriptedness of  

government-run festivals, I shared about my aim to perhaps find a space for maneuvering 

and transformation within the conditions of the festival. I confided my doubts to Don who 

returned my honesty with assurance, coming from his experience of scholarship and 

teaching. “I think that’s it. I think you got it. Understanding that the structure is a structure, 

and yet...building your own scaffolding in that tiny small portion…I think that’s a very 

critical act.” He continues: “And I’m sure … in this large…scripted spectacle of the street 

dance that there are moments…of real community connection.” This “human connection,” 

for Don, is “always a subversion” since “it is doable and accessible” and “not a kind of 
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didactic ideology.” He continues: “It is, in fact, … it’s strength that it is about a non-abstract 

thing.”  

 

Mugna is about connection that stems from a love for the city, the affect of the local or the 

attachment to locality. However, it is filled with “contradiction” and “dissonance,” as Don 

would say, emerging from two opposite things: scriptedness of festivity but also a desire to 

belong to the city and connect with others. This dissonance can be surfaced by “[bringing] 

it down to the level of you,” to the work that I am currently making, as Don nudged me to 

do.  My own position and yearning to understand my own city through the festival as part 

of an academic and personal goal has already positioned me to draw and connect the lines 

a certain way to frame an incomplete but dynamic story in the ways we express acts of 

belonging to collective space, actualizing modernity through the collaborative play of 

creativity—mugna—as a possible way to create positive transformation for the city. 

(Appendix Interviews – 15). 

 

Studying the government-sponsored Sandurot festival has given us access to understand the 

various bids of modernity in configuring nodes of belonging to the nation and the city, 

particularly how social actors assert their own claims to the Dumaguete through mugna. In 

Chapter One, we learn that mugna emerges from culture and tourism policies driven by the 

thrust to make national identity local—both in content (through folk and rural form) and in 

mechanisms (through policies of decentralization where the local government unit 

collaborates with social actors to organize the festival). With these policies, the civic festival 

becomes a pervasive performance practice across the country, which has given social actors 

such as tourism officials, choreographers, and artists among others avenue and agency to 

make decisions on how to embody local identity. In Chapter Two, we learn that although 

performing local identity is necessary for national coherence and tourism, Dumaguete social 

actors assert their own aspirations and interpretations of city history through the Sandurot 

themes of daguit, ‘foreign influences,’ and pulang yuta. In Chapters Three and Four, through 

the performance events of the Sandurot Festival 2019 and 2020, we closely follow social 

actors’ playful reinvention of the folk and collaborative acts of creativity, through which the 

Sandurot Festival emerges as mugna.  Social actors embody an idealized togetherness by 

creating a locally centered performance that acknowledges difference and hybridity as 

crucial to the locality but also reifies non-urban modes of living as symbols of the past. 

Creating embodied acts for the festival that are “creative” and “folkloric” or traditional and 

inventive generate attention to political elites, while also underscoring the significance of 

these creative and collective acts in shaping city space. With the use of digital technology 

during the pandemic, the Sandurot Festival continues through video production, engendering 
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news forms of collaboration and dance forms (such as festival dancing on the theater stage) 

and even challenging perceptions of performance as live, body-to-body transfers of 

meanings. Responding to the CCP Dance Lecture, I also further elucidate how the local, the 

personal, and the specific are tied together to forward national interests, while also revealing 

mechanisms of creating festival dance as playfully navigating prescribed festival guidelines 

as well as one’s own choreography techniques and creative ambitions. Examining the mugna 

of social actors reveals that social actors are driven by the affect of the local, a sense of 

purpose and commitment to work for the city, where personal and individual aspirations are 

intertwined with goals and vision they have for the locality.  

 

Studying the entanglements of the personal and institutional aspirations is crucial to 

understand possible collaborative formations in determining the future of the city (Bunnel 

and Tan 2020; Bunnel, Goh, and Ng 2019). The civic festival, which emerges from the 

struggle over modernity, reveals creative collaborations of social actors to perform local 

identity, which necessitate a reworking and reinvention of the folk and the traditional to 

express their own perspectives and ideals about the city. For this chapter, thus, we will pay 

closer attention to the collective and creative acts of the bayot/choreographers and their play 

of creativity as ‘tactics’ or ‘uwat-uwat’ in dealing with concerns on authenticity, tradition, 

and innovation. In this chapter, I also discuss transformative possibilities of mugna by 

considering the protests and other creative and collective expressions (including some social 

actors involved in the festival) to produce city space that are contrary to official narratives 

of progress and development. These discussions will center around my co-performance with 

social actors, where I feel we are also performing a kind of dance (“sayaw-sayaw”) in 

navigating our positions in the paradigm of performance and understanding the role that we 

play in rediscovering Dumaguete identity through the festival. Whereas Chapters Three and 

Four initially discuss how the festival emerges as mugna through the performance events of 

the Sandurot Festival 2019 and 2020, this chapter will delve deeper into the attachment to 

local identity that underpins social actors’ claims to city space, as a process of actualizing 

modernity, through various iterations of mugna—as festival and protests.  

 

Queering the Sandurot: Mugna “…as trabaho sa bayot”  

 

When Don and I were talking about “opportunities for subversion,” he gave an observation 

of the festival, although fleetingly: “There’s a strange kind of queering going on here…” 

Our conversation, however, took another turn to the importance of taking analysis beyond 

critique to a “place of connection with others.” Although aware of the specificity of the term 

“queer” to Western academic discourse of gender and sexuality, I follow Inton (2017, 5) in 
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taking the term queer to refer to any non-normative gender expressions and sexuality 

(including the bayot) beyond the heterosexual binary of man and woman. However, specific 

experiences and social conditions of the choreographers as queer subjects of the Sandurot 

Festival are foregrounded to explore the “strange kind of queering” that Don earlier broached 

in our conversation.  

 

When I was talking to choreographers in 2020, I wanted to know more about street dancing 

as performance practice, the process of creating dances, and the choreographers’ own 

thoughts in working for the city. My research trajectory during the fieldwork has occluded 

further discussions of gender and sexual identity with my interlocutors, which I understand 

has posed a limitation. To an extent, my own research position at that time has rendered 

queerness both “absent” and “present.” Although choreographers’ identities as bayot were 

not explicitly discussed, and not one of the choreographers openly explained their gender 

and sexual identities, queerness permeates in our conversations, with how choreographers 

casually refer to themselves as bayot when talking about their occupation as choreographers. 

(Thus, in this section I use the phrase bayot/choreographers to indicate the conflation of 

these two terms in discussing festival choreography).   

 

As a cis-gender woman, I recognize the weight of responsibility in writing about queer 

spaces in the Sandurot Festival, particularly in trying to understand the experiences of 

bayot/choreographers as social actors of city-making, since certain terrains of perception 

may not be readily accessible to me and would necessitate more critical introspection. 

However, approaching the paradigm of the festival as scenario means engaging with social 

actors and exploring our roles and contributions to the performance, where gendered 

experiences cannot be isolated. With this, it is necessary to explore festival choreography as 

a queer kind of work, even though this analytical undertaking is at best an essay into the 

field. I argue that revisiting and paying attention to how choreographers perform local 

identity is necessary to explore how they contribute to production of city space as queer and 

creative subjects.  

 

To explore the role of choreographers as queer subjects, I draw from Garcia (2009) and Inton 

(2017) who have written about the bakla, as a local gender category that is different from 

the concept of homosexuality in Western discourse. Garcia’s groundbreaking Philippine 

Gay Culture: Binabae to Bakla Silahis to MSM (previously published in 1996) maps out the 

meanings that inform the country’s metropolitan gay culture from the sixties to the nineties 

and offers a critique of works by early gay writers using  a “gay literary approach—and not 

just cultural—textual approach”  (xvii). Offering a history of gay culture as the first part of 
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the book, Garcia discusses the prevailing discourse of homosexuality as “psychosexual 

inversion” (male homosexuals as “’inverted’ females”), relating this conceptualization to a 

local subjectivity of a dual selfhood framed as “loob-labas” (‘inside-outside’) and reviewing 

the babaylan accounts of precolonial history to further explain perception toward effeminacy 

and cross-dressing (3). On the other hand, Inton’s dissertation explores representation of the 

bakla in Philippine cinema, where bakla is a hybrid concept incorporating “effeminacy, 

same-sex sexuality, and cross-dressing” (194). Following other writers such as Garcia who 

approaches analysis of contemporary Philippine gay culture as a syncretic concept of 

colonial and global influences as well as local contexts, Inton (2017, 83) further explores the 

hybridity of kabaklaan as mediating global trans identity discourse and the local concept of 

the bakla with her analysis of the movie Zsa Zsa Zaturna about a bakla who transforms into 

a female superhero. Conflating the “identities of the gay man and the transwoman” (113), 

the bakla—Inton argues—is seen to embody the internally female self and occupies the in-

between space of lalake and babae, thereby legitimizing the ‘third’ gender beyond the binary 

and offering a less pathologizing approach for the transwoman as well as an alternative queer 

framework beyond the Western discourse (112-115).   

 

The Cebuano bayot, on the other hand, defined ‘woman with a penis’ (Zorc, as cited by 

Torres 2022, 17; as cited by Garcia 2009, 76) also suggests a feminine selfhood inside the 

masculine outer body, which activates the “loob-labas” (inside-outside) framework that 

Garcia (2009) puts forward to understand metropolitan gay culture in the Philippines. 

Tracing the bayot to the asog—a crossdressing effeminate shaman in the precolonial era as 

depicted in colonial texts which has accrued various meanings as synonymous to bantot and 

bayog connoting “infertility…, cowardice, effeminacy, and heresy”—Torres (2022, 11-12) 

sees the bayot as disrupting Western categories of gender and sexuality (17-18). Pointing to 

Garcia’s reference to the "loob-labas” framework, Torres explains that the bayot, which 

means “stereotypically…a combination of both man and woman,” reflects how colonialism 

and Catholicism have shaped attempts to understand the bayot/bakla in reconciling foreign 

concepts relating to biology and psychology through local concepts of body (“labas) and 

soul (“loob”) by presupposing that the bayot is physically male but with a female interior 

soul (19). Adopting a “moderate nativist perspective” (Garcia 2009, xxiv) in acknowledging 

colonial and neocolonial conditions as well as local cultures and histories that shape 

perspectives of gay life in the Philippines, Garcia writes about the “bakla/homosexual 

dynamic” as indicative of the disjunctures and overlaps brought about by the local interior 

selfhood concept of ‘loob’ that frames the bakla as someone possessing a feminine interior 

and the Western discourse on homosexuality as “psychosexual inversion.” Although these 

overlapping discourses have put forward the dominant view of male homosexual as an 
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inward but incomplete female,  it sharply contradicts with the conception of homosexuality 

premised on same-sex (or in this case, male-to-male) attraction. Thus, the 

“bakla/homosexual” dynamic draws our attention to the foreign and local conceptualizations 

of gender and sexuality, with the bakla/bayot understood more as a gender term vis-à-vis 

that of homosexuality pertaining to a category of sexual identity (61-65). Echoing these 

ambivalences, Torres further explains that since the bayot is rooted to the identity of ‘loob’ 

(19) and is associated with various meanings (from the asog then to the bantot and bayog) 

suggesting “effeminacy, sexual orientation, and transgenderism,” the bayot cannot neatly 

and directly translate or capture gender identities and sexualities inscribed in the LGBT + 

framework (15). Or vice versa: Philippine gay identities such as the bayot cannot be 

translated into this model (19).  

 

Admittedly, however, I am aware that a more thorough exploration and research is needed 

for the concept of bayot as rooted in the particular context of Dumaguete contrary to the 

Tagalog bakla. However, Inton’s (2017) and Garcia’s (2009) discussions—together with 

Torres’ (2022) historical analysis on the bayot and its link to the asog—are relevant for me 

to preliminarily explore the role of the bayot in cultural productions organized by local 

governments, particularly the Sandurot Festival.  As can be seen in further sections, the 

conflation of bayot/choreographers surfaces the disjunctures and overlaps of the 

bakla/homosexual dynamic (Garcia 2009) where bayot as a local category is also entangled 

with the Western framing of homosexuality that is tied also with what Benedicto (2014) 

refers to as global gay aspirations.  

 

The presence of the bakla/bayot in spectacular spaces of rituals and festivals is undeniable. 

Following Manalansan’s observation on the prevalence of gays’ appropriating the Catholic 

ritual Santacruzan, Inton (2017, 63) notes that the “cross dressing” bakla are ever present in 

various festival settings, whether secular or religious. However, discussions about their own 

creative contributions to civic festivals is largely absent. Peterson’s (2016, 161-163) 

observation of a dance contingent for the Aliwan Fiesta mentions “bakla” performers, while 

Ness (1992) and Pison (2017) do not mention queer or bayot choreographers. Pison draws 

from dance studies scholars to approach the Dinagyang Festival as ‘a choreographic space’ 

which involves festival participants’ acts of translating multiple interests for faith, 

community identity, civic function, or commercial purposes. Alcedo (2007), on the one 

hand, gives a detailed discussion on the experience of a festival participant Tay Augus (Tay 

is the shortened form of tatay, meaning father, placed before his nickname) who navigates 

multiple paradoxes as a devout Catholic performing “sacred camp” or acts of cross-
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dressing22 as expressions of religious devotion or “panaad” during the carnivalesque 

festivities of the Ati-atihan. Dressed like one of the Folies Bergere chorus girls, Tay Augus 

has become a festival icon through his transgendering, which he had done so for more than 

40 years, a feat also made possible by his family connections and economic class status. 

Although this analysis is significant to follow agentive acts of queer subjects in the festival, 

this chapter departs from Alcedo by focusing more on the role of queer subjects beyond 

ritual participants, but as social actors who are crucial in shaping and producing the identity 

of the city by creating dances and ceremony for the festival.  

 

The burial ceremony given to Tay Augus in 2002 is testament to his legendary reputation in 

the festival, as someone who has created an “alternative world” for festival participants to 

express their difference through mischief and play while corporealizing their Catholic faith 

(Alcedo 2007, 131-132). Whereas Tay Augus takes center stage as an iconic ritual 

participant of the Ati-atihan, the civic festival relies on choreographers who work behind the 

scenes. These choreographers in the Sandurot Festival are identified and identify themselves 

as bayot, a gender category which not only connotes same-sex attraction and feminine 

gender expression but also lower-class status (Benedicto 2014, 74). This perspective can be 

said to underpin ideas about the bayot as unruly (“mag-pabuyag”) who need to be ‘educated’ 

or ‘professionalized’ through workshops, seminars, and meetings to make sure they act 

appropriately (Appendix Interviews – 14). As shown in Chapter Three, the local government 

has relied solely on the work of the bayot in staging the main events of the festival; and in 

this chapter, we will see how the bayot lay claim to the city through mugna—performing 

local identity carried out by this form of gendered work for the festival.  

 

 

 

 
22 Tay Augus’ perception of his own identity as “agi” or “a man of the third sex” to an extent 
coincides with Garcia’s (2009) and Inton’s (2017) discussion of bakla as a distinct local category of 
gender. However, Tay Augus articulates his homosexuality as different from “the other agi” or the 
bakla. His identification as agi, thus, neither aligns with the categories of the heterosexual male nor 
the bakla. Alcedo (2007) explains that in the Akeanon language among those in Kalibo, the Tagalog 
bakla carries a negative connation, which signifies effeminacy, attraction to the same-sex, and 
lower-to-middle class status. “Agi,” on the other hand, is more fluid, functioning as a “floating 
signifier” since it does not necessarily refer to non-normative gender and sexual identities but also 
captures “qualities of camp” (108-110). As such, the liminality and ambiguity of the agi reflect the 
in-betweenness of camp (as a kind of serious and innocent play) and even the Santo Nino (perceived 
as a “Boy-King” with ambiguous gender).   Although the ‘third-sex’ has precolonial roots, Alcedo 
believes that Tay Augus’ category of ‘third-sex’ is his own making in the way he “mischievously 
and yet seriously straddled homosexual camp and Roman Catholic religiosity” (127-128).  
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Tingting Delfin as Babaylan  

To understand the role of the bayot/choreographers, and the space they inhabit in the city, is 

to start with Tingting Delfin, considered as a pioneer cultural worker, choreographer, and 

costume designer in the province. Aside from helping to establish the Sandurot Festival with 

friend Prodi Sirilan, Tingting organized beauty pageants including “Ms. Gay” contests. At 

one point in our conversation (Appendix Interviews – 16) when we were going through 

photos of newspaper clippings about the Sandurot Festival, I showed him an open letter (Sy-

Sinda 1993) from a university lecturer at the College of Nursing in Silliman University who 

critiqued the pageant on moral and ethical grounds. Addressed to the mayor, the letter 

questioned the city’s support to the pageants since according to her they pose negative effects 

to children’s personality development and can possibly cause the rise of sexually transmitted 

disease “with the increased influx of gays from Cebu and Dipolog.” An anonymous open 

letter from the “Dgte. Gay Community” (“A fiesta nightmare: Miss gay show 1993) was 

subsequently published in response to the homophobic complaint by pointing out the self-

righteous and irresponsible message of the letter, particularly unsubstantiated statements 

made about public health.  

 

Tingting recalled that the year prior to the letter, he organized a gay beauty pageant where 

he had invited other gays from neighboring towns such as Bacolod and Cebu, the event 

which most likely led to the complaint. However, Tingting mentioned that Ms. Gay contests 

had been around since the 1980s. Subsequently after the professor’s letter appeared on the 

newspaper, Tingting organized another gay beauty pageant titled “Miss DumaGayTe,” this 

time in another venue (since the city cancelled its support of the contest after the publication 

of the letter). He was encouraged by his peers to join the contest, where he wore a nurse 

costume and announced his name as the punned version of the letter writer’s name which he 

remembered drew shock and laughter from the audience. He won the contest. (It is 

interesting to note that the word gay here used together with “Ms. Gay” or “Ms. DumaGayte” 

referring to beauty pageants functions more like a translation to the local gender category 

bayot/bakla, instead of signifying gay as a homosexual identity tied to modern/contemporary 

and global aspirations discussed in the later sections. The title “Ms.” Underlines the 

effeminacy and the feminine selfhood perceived to be central to the bayot/bakla identity.)  

 

As somehow a queer icon himself in Dumaguete, Tingting Delfin also performed as 

babaylan (priestess or healer in precolonial Philippine communities) for many years in the 

Palihi ritual of the Paghimamat ceremony for the Sandurot Festival during his time as 

director (from the early 1990s to early 2000s). In an exchange of comments for a recent 

social media post of his sketches for a babaylan costume, Ralph praised Tingting as the 
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“original Babaylan” whose “movements speak for prayer.” Tingting commented back saying 

that he spent five years studying about the babaylan, 22 years performing as babaylan for 

the festival, and six years training other dances to the play the part. 

 

Palihi is a ritual across Negros Oriental usually done as a way to ask blessing prior to 

embarking a new task or event, such as moving to a new house or harvesting the fields. 

Adapting the ritual as part of the Paghimamat ceremony, Tingting made the ritual theatrical 

to make it more interesting by extracting what he considers as its “essentials” such as the 

babaylan (who leads the ritual), incense smoke (to “ward off bad elements… and unseen 

forces”), and the bujong or conch shell (to start the ritual). He then “capsulized” the meaning 

of the ritual, by arranging the offerings and explaining what each offering symbolized. 

However, instead of the babaylan, a narrator explained the symbolism of the offerings in  

English to make it more accessible to a wider audience. Another cultural worker Bobby 

Villasis wrote the script for the performance. Performers dance while bringing the offerings 

to the stage, while  other performers in the background also dance based on movements of 

rural dances from the past. In 2017, Tingting played the role of babaylan in the Sandurot 

contingent for the Sinulog, directed by Angelo, where they won third place (Appendix 

Interviews – 16).  

 

In locating Dumaguete identity into the past through the ritual but also playfully reinventing 

tradition by recreating the Palihi for the Sandurot, Tingting also asserts his queer presence 

by embodying the babaylan, a term generally designated for “indigenous Philippine 

religious ‘figures’ and ‘functionaries’ (Garcia 2009, 163). Tingting’s performance as 

babaylan is particularly significant since it puts in operation the connection between the 

commonly held representations of gayness as effeminate and crossdressing men to 

babaylanism (Garcia 2009, 154), which was practiced mostly by women (162) of 

‘precolonial’ communities as gleaned or constructed from early colonial documents written 

by Spanish authorities (155-156). However, as Garcia has noted, being a babaylan is not 

only limited to  genital females but also by other males through “gender-crossing” which 

meant that they not only display outward behavior as women through cross-dressing but 

carry out the “social and symbolic role of the other (at this time, not exactly) complementary 

sex” (165).  

 

Torres, (2017), on the other hand, maintains the difference of the asog – which refers to the 

“male–to-female gender-crosser” (8) – from the females who are called babaylan; however, 

he admits that during this time the lines separating sex and gender are blurred (7). With this, 

it is productive for me to follow Garcia’s (2009) observation – referencing accounts on 
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indigenous priestly figures including the asog and the bayoguin – that the babaylan is not a 

term denotative of gender but more of an “occupational identity” (164) which is perceived 

to be a ‘feminine’ occupation (166). In Negros Oriental, for instance, one well-known male 

babaylan who was also a revolutionary leader is described to be a “reputed homosexual” and 

a ‘miraculous curer,’ two traits that are assumed to usually go together (McCoy1982, 167). 

Commenting on this observation, Garcia (2009, 184-185, 484) reminds us that during this 

time, sexual acts or sexual preference – whether same-sexual or otherwise – do not carry the 

same weigh in determining a person’s identity compared to the emphasis on gender identity. 

With this, the gender-crossing acts of the indigenous priests such as the asog and the 

bayoguin cannot be interpreted as ‘homosexual’ since the term is predicated on same sexual 

object of attraction and desire (187). Comparing the precolonial and early colonial gender-

crossing practices of the babaylan to the berdache of the Amerindians, Garcia notes that 

appearance, behavior, clothing, and occupation are more defining factors of one’s gender 

identity instead of sexual acts (167, 194). Thus, constructions of contemporary gay identity 

in the Philippines as tied to effeminacy and cross-dressing  – in the case of  kabaklaan in 

connection also with the discourse of ‘inversion’ (Garcia 2009, 88) and the current 

understanding of the bayot identity in relation to the asog (Torres 2017, 10) -– can be traced 

to this practice of embodying femininity among the these indigenous religious figures.  

 

In performing for the festival within individual and collective tourism aspirations for the 

city, Tingting as babaylan highlights the struggles over modernity by locating both the city 

and queer identities into a reinvented or “recreated” ritual. It is noteworthy to point out that 

the open letter (Sy-Sinda 1993) suggested that instead of having Ms. Gay contests, 

competitions on crafts  and design reflecting Dumaguete history and tradition should be 

supported to “tap the creativity and productivity of the gays through their own personhood,” 

so the city can benefit from the work of “the gays” without having to confront non-normative 

gender expressions and sexual identity. However, Tingting has been known not only for his 

contribution to the city as choreographer, costume designer, and event organizer but also as 

someone actively involved in gay beauty pageants. With his role as babaylan, he takes center 

stage as a queer subject in performing the recreated ritual as crucial to city identity. Tingting 

is able to simultaneously perform queerness and embody the city.  

 

Examining the role of social actors in the paradigm of performance, we also thoughtfully 

consider not only Tingting’s role in the festival but as a queer cultural worker in Dumaguete 

city. Known as an eccentric, temperamental, but brilliant artist (Appendix Interviews – 6), 

Tingting is undeniably not as active in the city’s festival and cultural events after he ceased 

to be artistic director for the Foundation University’s dance troupe and for the Paghimamat. 
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For instance, Tingting’s opposing thoughts on the city’s supposed history of pottery and 

martial arts have gone unheeded by festival organizers. Nevertheless, choreographers and 

artists in Dumaguete recognize his talent and expertise; his comment about the bandana with 

the Philippine flag in Paghimamat 2020, for instance, still prompted editors to make changes 

in the video. However, Tingting’s embodiment of the babaylan in the festival for many years 

necessitates further examination, especially as it relates to processes of city-making. 

Interestingly, in our conversation, the topic about Tingting’s participation in the Ms. Gay 

contest only transpired because I was looking at newspaper clippings about the festival. As 

mentioned, I had not intended to approach social actors as queer subjects initially in my field 

work. Furthermore, Tingting only brought up his role as babaylan when I asked him about 

his experience as an artistic director for the Paghimamat. However, approaching the festival 

as scenario paradigm means engaging with the embodiment of social actors. Thus, with my 

interpretive framework which aimed to follow the pulse of mugna as playful reinvention of 

the past, I was able to go back to my field work experience to draw these ‘points’ and ‘nodes’ 

to underscore the significance of Tingting’s performance as babaylan in the ritual and his 

reputation as queer cultural worker who organizes and participates in gay beauty pageants.  

 

This reference to babaylanism and the ritual to embody city identity can be read in the same 

spirit of postcolonial agency that Garcia (2008, 176-177) has deduced from his analysis of 

Philippine fictions by gay authors that articulate a homosexualized bakla identity negotiating 

global influences, colonial conditions, and local roots/contexts, through which kabaklaan 

manifests through this “hybridity.” With the prevalence of the ‘local’ and the ‘old’ existing 

alongside global and ‘modern’ constructions (the ‘foreign’ and the ‘new’), Tingting’s 

performance as babaylan in the Palihi ritual of the Sandurot somehow activates 

‘anticolonial’ and ‘antihomophobic’ sentiments – embodying the identity of the city through 

the babaylan as a central precolonial figure enacted by a queer subject himself. Garcia notes 

that such intersectional analysis (on postcolonial and gendered identities) needs more 

attention in contemporary Asia—something that is preliminarily offered in this chapter as 

an area for future research.  

 

“Naningkamot,” “tinabangay” ang mga bayot  

 

Choreography as gendered form of labor carried out by the bayot brings to mind the roots of 

kabaklaan to the babaylan which, as Garcia (cited by Inton 2017, 50) has argued, is more 

closely associated with carrying out spiritual tasks rather than gender. Inton makes this 

observation about the intricate connection between gender and occupation while analyzing 

portrayals of the bakla in Philippine cinema, particularly those starred by the ‘comedy king’ 
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Dolphy. In these films, certain occupations are perceived as masculine and feminine, with 

the bakla exclusively performing the so-called feminine acts such as doing hair and make-

up. As with the bakla portrayal in the comedy films which evoke the roots of kabaklaan to 

babaylanism, Inton observes that “occupation is what defines gender.” As Garcia (2017) 

notes by the 1970s, occupations have been in place that are associated with the bakla or 

“effeminate homosexuals” (151), which can be traced to the history of male-to-female 

gender-crossing among the babaylan where “occupational choice” determines identity in 

contrast to the discourse of inversion where sexual preference is a fulcrum of gender identity 

(194). Although there is a perceived tolerance and allowance for the bayot/bakla with the 

prevalence of occupations associated with them, Garcia argues that it minoritizes gayness 

and limits expressions of homosexuality to cross-dressing and effeminacy (151). With 

imposition of gender roles which deteriorated the status of women, “femaleness” has been 

seen as a weakness as reflective also of the abjection of the bakla, particularly with how the 

terms bayot and bakla have become disparaging remarks (196-197). With festival 

choreography becoming one of those occupations associated with the bayot, how do the 

bayot as queer and creative subjects see their work vis-à-vis city-making, particularly in 

creating embodied practices for the Sandurot Festival?    

 

Although festival choreography work is not solely carried out by the bayot, for 

choreographers whom I have interviewed in Dumaguete, there is a tendency for them to 

easily and casually conflate “bayot” and “choreographers” – referring to themselves – 

without them having to explicitly explain their own gender and sexual identities. When 

talking about coordinating with the Barangay, Ralph recounted the additional work taken by 

the bayot/choreographer, otherwise done by the Barangay personnel, so the funds will be 

released: “Trabaho sa secretary ug treasurer ang mga bayot mo-trabaho, para lang mugawas 

ang kwarta” (Appendix Interviews – 7). Angelo reflected about the tendency for  the 

barangays to realign their budget when the bayot would complain (“mo-reklamo ang bayot”) 

about the limited festival budget. He also cited how the tedious festival details are “problema 

sa mga (problem of the) bayot” (Appendix Interviews – 11). While recalling their initial 

attempts to accommodate the pulang yuta theme, Ralph recalled the hodgepodge quality of 

their work (“saksak sinagol ang mga bayot ato sa una”). However, he also mentioned the 

positive feedback for Sandurot Festival 2019, commenting about the bayot’s hard work: 

“…naningkamot jud ang mga bayot…”(Appendix Interviews – 7). 

 

There was only one instance (Appendix Interviews – 5) where I  pointed out to Angelo, 

albeit with hesitation, that there are often no “babaye” or “lalake” (which I meant cis-gender 

female and male) choreographers.  Angelo seemed to agree by recalling that when he was 
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a young dancer for the festival, there was one “babaye,” Dolly from Looc who was  “the 

only woman choreographer at that time.” Angelo then continued that as a child he would be 

very observant, since he knew that he wanted to be a festival choreographer, and the 

conversation then took a different turn.  

 

I had raised this observation on gender when Angelo was talking about how he would be 

supportive of other choreographers, with Stepen commenting that life of choreographer is 

“sadya” or fun. Angelo continued by saying that he felt happy when choreographers found 

success especially his former student dancers (referring to them as “bayot”). He would give 

them encouragement, telling them “’Bayot, go mo.” In this case, as in conversations of 

choreographers among themselves during the interviews, “bayot” is used as a term of 

endearment in the same way “bakla” can be used as an affectionate tag in friendly 

conversations. Although others attempt to dissociate themselves from the word “bakla” 

because of its negative connotation as an insult and a pejorative, Inton (2017, 8) remarks 

how the term can express affection and connection (both for his cisgender gay and female 

friends). In this case for Dumaguete choreographers, bayot also signifies a sense of 

community, a creative collaboration. Ryan and Ralph recall instances when Dumaguete 

choreographers have showed support for each other and worked together for the festival. For 

instance, Ryan mentioned that at one point, Dumaguete choreographers went to the 

Bacolod’s MassKara festival to accompany Angelo who was judge for the street dancing 

contest. It seemed that the trip was a statement of unity against choreographers of another 

town, Sibulan, highlighting the oftentimes place-based competition among choreographers. 

Ryan recalled that everyone joined, “wala’y bayot nga wala niapil ato” (there was no bayot 

who did not join the trip). Ralph also remembered that while preparing for the Sandurot 

contingent in the Sinulog 2017, all choreographers worked together: “Kato nga time 

tabanganay gyud ang mga bayot ato. Lihok gyud tanang mga bayot ato” (During that time, 

all the bayot cooperated with each other. Every bayot helped out).   

 

Despite this sense of unity which choreographers professed to be characteristic of their 

group, they also navigate Angelo’s dual role as an informal in-between for the tourism office 

and as one of their peers.  For instance, while talking about pulang yuta and the recent 

changes to the festival, Ralph expresses his preference over the theme of daguit since it 

showcased Dumaguete’s history and religious identity, while also commending the 

initiatives of both Jackie and Angelo to train the choreographers through seminars and 

workshops. While the rest of the choreographers are simultaneously expressing how they 

agreed with Ralph, Angelo jokingly remarked at Sherwin how the other choreographers were 

joining forces against them. Angelo then shared his thoughts and expressed his own concerns 
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for the theme of pulang yuta and the need to make the pottery practice in Daro thrive so 

people can relate to the festival. However, he admitted that guidelines from the tourism 

office still need to be followed (Appendix Interviews – 7), although interestingly he planned 

to revise the basic dance steps and focus on the movement of pottery (Appendix Interviews 

– 11). While this power dynamics animate the network of Dumaguete choreographers, a 

feeling of support is nonetheless present among the social actors toward their fellow 

bayot/choreographers.  

 

The conflation of “bayot” and “choreographers” in conversation suggests an awareness and 

recognition of belonging to a ‘community of practice’  (Wenger-Trayner 2015, 4) in 

carrying out choreography as queer and creative form of occupation. Although 

choreographers perform for other festivals and other cities, they recognize belonging to a 

community of Dumaguete choreographers when they worked together for the Sandurot 

contingent in Cebu or against other choreographers from a different town, such as Sibulan 

choreographers. Lines between localities are not as rigid since choreographers also perform 

in various festivals across the province. Nevertheless, there still seems to be an 

acknowledgement among choreographers that they are Dumaguete choreographers by 

official means, since they have to undergo training and workshop before they can work for 

the Sandurot Festival.  

 

However, beyond their official belonging to the city as Dumaguete choreographer through 

seminar and training, their stories of cooperation and support for each other and their playful 

banter during the interview reveal their awareness of belonging not only to the community 

of choreographers but also of belonging to the city. They express such acts of belonging by 

doing festival work which they view in a multi-faceted way. It is a source of fulfillment, 

creative growth, “income,” “bread and butter,” a sense of purpose (such as educating the 

younger generation about the city). The choreographers' aspirations for themselves are tied 

to their aspirations for the city, as shown for instance with how Dence not only sees the 

festival as avenue to advance his reputation or “name” as choreographer, but also expresses 

his purpose of doing choreography to help promote the city through the Sandurot festival. 

For Sherwin, “Sandurot is life namong tanan” (for all of us). This statement shows how 

bayot/choreographers depend on the city’s Sandurot as source of “life”—livelihood, 

creativity, “passion,” and purpose; however, the Sandurot Festival (and perhaps most of 

government-organized festivals in the country) relies on the bayot to ‘give life’ to the city, 

to perform Dumaguete identity for younger generations, tourists, and city dwellers. Despite 

the challenges of doing festival work,  the choreographers see themselves as integral to 

city-making, by recognizing their contribution as important and crucial for the city. Sherwin 
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explains that they are able to learn something (“Naa mi… nakat-unan”) and share what they 

have learned (“ug na share pud namo ang among…nakat-unan”).  He asks rhetorically 

“kung wala’y  mga choreographer… kinsay mutudlo sa mga bata nga mao ni story of 

Dumaguete” (if there is no choreographer, who will teach the children the story of 

Dumaguete)? (Appendix Interviews – 7).  

 

Tingting Delfin’s performance as babaylan and the community of bayot/choreographers’ 

festival work have shown that the bayot assert their claims to the city as queer and creative 

subjects by recognizing the value and meaning of their work both for themselves and the 

city. These intersecting identifications as bayot/choreographer and Dumaguete local draws 

attention as well to the struggles over modernity in configuring belonging to time and space, 

regarding queerness and city aspirations. For instance, Ian Casocot (2022) mentions his wish 

for Dumaguete to have a “rainbow pedestrian” like “other progressive cities all over the 

world,” which shows his interweaving aspirations as queer and Dumaguete cultural worker. 

Organizing Pride events for several years, Casocot  and his peers aim to promote visibility, 

acceptance, and rights of LGBTQ individuals. However, Casocot admits that Pride has a 

very young and middle-class demographic and has not been successful in convincing 

“working class LGBTQ” who seem “reluctant” in joining their cause. Although an officially 

recognized Dumaguete-based LGBTQ organization PETALS exists which is led by Carlou 

Bernaldez as its first president, a cultural worker and educator active in festival spaces, the 

bayot are still notably absent in Dumaguete Pride events. Despite this absence, the bayot’s 

presence is crucial to mugna, with festival street dance becoming the work solely of the 

bayot.  

 

The presence-absence of the bayot calls attention to the clash between the so-called modern 

gayness vis-à-vis the local concept of the bakla. Benedicto’s (2014) analysis of the mobilities 

of gay life in the (Manila) metropolitan aspiring toward the modern, the global, and upward 

class status lends significance in exploring the clash between the local and the global as it 

pertains to kabaklaan and gayness (6). According to Benedicto (2014, 74-76), “gay 

globality” is a “spatial imaginary” or network of sites and cities, held together by the signifier 

gay which organizes spatial and temporal nodes placing homosexuality to the present or the 

current, the global, and the commercial, which renders the bakla invisible. However, 

metropolitan and global gay men also draw from the bakla to articulate their difference from 

them, in terms of gender expression and economic status, in order to claim belonging to the 

global and the modern (91). Although the lines separating the “bayot/bakla” and gay are not 

rigid, nevertheless, the invisibility and absence of the working class LGBT (including the 

bayot), despite attempts of inclusion by Pride organizers, highlight these nuances of 
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queerness in Dumaguete. Festival work by the bayot/choreographers, most especially 

Tingting’s performance as babaylan, reveals the bayot as a deeply local category where—as 

mentioned by Inton  (2017, 3)—gender/sexual identity (not a binary in some contexts 

particularly among Southeast Asian region) is tied to the inner self, social status, and 

occupation. This is shown, particularly, in the conflation of bayot and the work of festival 

choreography.  

 

Performing local identity through mugna as trabaho sa mga bayot (work of the bayot), 

involves not only a rediscovery of Dumaguete identity as reinvention and reinterpretation of 

the past (as in the case of the palihi or other dances and ceremony perceived to evoke cultural 

memory), but also makes visible the claims to city space by queer and creative subjects—

which can hopefully serve as basis to creating more inclusive and salient  understanding of 

queerness in Dumaguete. As modern social actors who participate in the process of 

configuring nodes of belonging to the city, the bayot/choreographers also activate queer and 

city identities as inextricably tied to local histories and traditions by forwarding city-making 

goals as well as their own creative and individual aspirations.  

 

Aside from looking at the role and position of social actors involved in the paradigm of 

performance, we also examine operations of mugna as play of creativity, specifically in how 

the bayot/choreographers deal with concerns of authenticity and innovation to explore how 

mugna generates attachment to the locality.  

 

Mugna-mugna and uwat-uwat as ‘tactics’  

In grappling with an attempt to define festival street dance, Angelo tentatively offers to 

define it as both “creative and folkloric”  (Appendix Interviews – 7) which mirrors my 

conversations with him and other choreographers in portraying the local ‘folk’ according to 

festival guidelines while also making innovations to stage a spectacular production. To 

further understand the resourcefulness and creativity necessary to navigate these lines, de 

Certeau’s (1985) concept of ‘tactic’ becomes helpful to explore the bids of modernity at the 

level of embodiment in transmitting what is perceived as cultural memory and present daily 

experience of the city through a spectacular and entertaining dance parade and presentation.  

 

Although de Certeau’s (1985, xi- xv) concept of “tactics” refers to everyday acts of ordinary 

people through creative ways of usage or consumption, the focus on the minute or the 

“microbe-like operations” can be relevant to scrutinize mugna as acts of ‘making-do’ that 

elude “strategies” or the power structures imposed by institutions, ideologies, or the state 

delimited and managed by a place (35-37). Referencing de Certeau, Conquergood (2003, 
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189-190) writes about how tenants in an urban housing ‘operate’ through tactics as everyday 

acts of resistance in making the most out of the apartment block “Big Red” according to 

their needs and interests. De certeau (1985, 30) explains how a North African immigrant 

‘superimposes’ the ‘constraining order of the place or of the language’ through ways of 

“’dwelling’…peculiar to his native Kabylia.” de Certeau underscores the act of ‘plurality’ 

and ‘creativity’ in ‘insinuating’ the immigrant’s own peculiar ways of dwelling into the 

space where he is prescribed to live: “By an art of being in between, he draws unexpected 

results from his situation.”  

 

In the same way, mugna involves ways and operations of “being in between” as 

choreographers navigate demands to entertain and educate audience about the locality. 

Although I focus on social actors already in privileged position to be ones creating and 

performing local identity, and as such they are unlike the unnamed everyday people of 

interest to de Certeau, they still inhabit a marginal potion which necessitates certain 

cleverness akin to de Certeau’s “guileful ruse” (37) in order to utilize festival elements, 

themes, and guidelines given to them. Occupying the “lower level” of festival organization 

hierarchy—as mentioned by Angelo (Appendix Interviews – 2) —choreographers  can be 

perceived as “weak” vis-à-vis the “order established by the ‘strong’” (40) or the decision-

makers in the festival such as tourism officers, academics, and other cultural resource 

persons.  As part of the “clever tricks” (40), choreographers draw from their everyday 

experience in the city—such as stories about Santa Catalina they have heard from old people, 

their interpretation on the ‘gentle’ or unhurried movement of pedestrians, their own everyday 

experience of living in the city (Appendix Interviews – 7) —while integrating their own 

creative and innovative approaches such as integrating contemporary style of dancing, 

adding a storyline, or utilizing a fantastic style of costuming.  

 

As cultural workers who see the value of festivals as “cultural showcase” and “cultural 

preservation,” Angelo and Tingting critiqued (Appendix Interviews – 2) the festivals’ focus 

on “pageantry” and the “fancy” even as they admit to participating in creative acts which 

they deem remove the “essence” of the movements of the folk but become necessary to win 

the competition or to come up with a coherent presentation. As previously mentioned, 

Tingting recounted that he would resort to “mugna-mugna” in designing the costume 

because of the various Sandurot themes that the tourism office expects them to portray. 

Angelo added that choreographers also feel obligated to their Barangay which would spend 

more to try to win, so they would also make the dance more entertaining compromising what 

Angelo believes is the cultural relevance of the presentation. As a result, Angelo mentions 

that choreographers would resort to uwat-uwat (literally, lie-lie). As discussed in Chapter 
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Three, Stephen himself mentioned that he learned “ginagmayng uwat-uwat” (loosely 

translated as ‘a few tricks of the trade’) from Angelo himself in talking about how he 

integrated contemporary dance movements into his street dance parade and presentation 

(Appendix Interviews – 5). In another interview where we looked at YouTube videos of the 

Sandurot dance presentations that he directed for the Buglasan Festival, Angelo mentioned 

that he had to do some adjustment or “uwat-uwat for the purpose of creativity…colors” 

because of the heightened and intense competition (Appendix Interviews – 4)  

 

Uwat-uwat connotes a sense of approximation, in the same way certain Cebuano words are 

repeated like sayaw-sayaw (dance-dance) or hilak-hilak (cry-cry). These words convey not 

an actual or exact sense of performing the actual verb but express a certain playful tone or 

lessen the impact of meaning. With this, mugna-mugna and uwat-uwat evoke cleverness and 

guile, highlighting that in the process of embodying local identity, authenticity, tradition, 

and the ‘essence’ of the folk are claims and constructions that can be playfully toyed around 

for the festival. This process becomes clear, for instance, when Angelo tries to grapple with 

how to create a coherent dance parade and showdown within the existing festival guidelines 

or “baseline,” and the desire to be innovative and creative. With the various Sandurot themes 

and their corresponding time period creating confusion (“kagubot”), choreographers have to 

be the ones to “han-ay han-ay” (arrange-arrange) or organize storyline, themes, dance steps, 

and images (interview reference) (Appendix Interviews – 2).  

 

One interesting example of this han-ay han-ay and uwat-uwat is mentioned by Ryan of his 

dance contingent for the Sandurot 2019 (Appendix Interviews - 8). Although not a lead 

choreographer during this time, he assisted (“tabang-tabang”) the choreographers of Piapi 

High School, which won Third Place in the Street Dance and Second Place in the Dance 

Showdown (School category). While we were watching the uploaded video of the 

performance on YouTube, he explained that they focused on the “unification” between the 

Christian villagers and the Muslim raiders, showing a scene where a pregnant villager was 

about to be abducted but has suddenly given birth. The baby then became a catalyst for the 

peace between the villagers and the raiders, with the dance transitioning to the merry-making 

or “pakigsandurot” dance steps. Fascinated with the scene, I commented how they had to 

create a storyline for their presentation. Ryan replied they did not want the daguit scene to 

be left “hanging” so they added narrative details. In attempting to connect these disparate 

Sandurot elements—unity, pottery culture, and the maritime raids—several choreographers 

have depicted the clay as foundation or material for the bell tower infrastructure. For 

Tingting and Angelo, this is “wrong” since pulang yuta and dagit scenes are meant to evoke 
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two separate time period – the craft of pottery during the precolonial period and the resilience 

against raids during the Spanish colonial period respectively (Appendix Interviews – 2).  

 

With the Sandurot Festival as site of metacultural practices which gather various experts to 

shape social conduct (Bennett 2012), policies of decentralization, tourism, and culture have 

placed bayot/choreographers as somehow storytellers and shapers of local identity. Since 

mugna is the work (trabaho) of the bayot, the choreographers’ task, thus, is not unlike that 

of the babaylan who also functions as transmitter of ancient memory. Although aware that 

such a reading is in danger of romanticizing the parallelism between the babaylan and those 

in the same nurturing and teaching occupation (Garcia 2009, 161 ), I do not make this 

parallelism to argue for an unchanging Filipino ‘nature’ tied to an idealized precolonial past. 

However, this parallelism draws out attention to the often ignored modern/current task of 

bayot/choreographers in creating embodied practices for festivals—which have become a 

national performance practice used to teach people about various local identities.  

 

Like Ness’ (1992, 182) reference to Sinulog choreographers as "‘authenticators’ of 

tradition,” Sandurot choreographers have become experts. However, inhabiting the lower 

level of festival organization hierarchy, the bayot/choreographers have to operate through 

‘tactics’ or mugna-mugna, uwat-uwat to arrange (han-ay han-ay) the Sandurot elements, in 

navigating the in-betweeness of educating and entertaining audience about local identity. 

These creative acts highlight a kind of resourcefulness (‘diskarte’) to ‘make do’ (de Certau 

1985) within the prescribed guidelines while also reinterpreting the past of Dumaguete for 

the needs of the present. This play of creativity is not so much to portray the accurate and 

the actual (although festival themes are claimed to be based on oral history and archives), 

but to foster a shared cultural identity and forward the same tourism aspiration of promoting 

the city nationally and globally, transforming the past and the traditional into fun, coherent 

and colorful spectacle. With this, mugna further reinforces the investment to locality, 

through the tactics and ‘diskarte’ of bayot/choreographers and the spectacular dance parade 

and presentation which become the main events of the festival.  

 

Entrusted with the task of mugna, emerging from intersections of these policies that sought 

to solidify local identity, choreographers (Ralph, Stephen, and Angelo) also reflect about 

their positions in the festival vis-à-vis their perspectives about politics (political issues 

regarding power relationships).  
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Festival and Politics  

When choreographers and I discussed what the Sandurot means to them, Ralph is thankful 

for the festival since it provides them an avenue  “to showcase … and to create what [they] 

have.” For Ralph, choreographers have a sense of responsibility to take care of the Sandurot 

as a way of reciprocating (government) “officials” for the opportunities they have given the 

choreographers (Appendix Interviews – 7). Stephen also agrees that government support is 

crucial for the festival. Explaining the benefits of the festival as “empowering” out-of-school 

youth, Stephen recalled that parking attendants and rebels, who joined their street dance 

contingent, felt a sense of happiness and belonging to be part of their dance team. Earlier in 

the conversation with Stephen and Angelo, however, we broached the topic on political 

issues in Negros Oriental as an impediment to the province’s culture and tourism programs. 

I mentioned the unresolved killings in the province, noting the many problems of the 

province (“daghan kaayong problema ang Negros Oriental),” to which Angelo seemingly 

agreed “super!” Recalling a time when the province’s Buglasan was ‘dying,’ he explained 

that only a few contingents participated because of contradicting political affiliations. 

Stephen then commented that it would be unfortunate (“wala na’y lami”) if “culture” and 

“politics” mix (Appendix Interviews – 5).  

 

Even in my first conversation with Angelo (Appendix Interviews – 1), I would bring up this 

matter on politics (issues about political positions and interests) with hesitation and care 

since I find it challenging to handle differing political opinions with my interlocutors. 

Although I do not avoid these discussions, I want to ensure a pleasant and tactful exchange. 

To an extent our interaction was like a dance or a ‘sayaw-sayaw’ since I had to feel through 

his responses before I could ask more questions. When we were talking about the 

significance of street dancing to the community and to him personally, Angelo remarked 

that the dances express our true cultural identity, through which we value our “self” and our 

“race” (that is, being Filipino). He also added that “dance is a medium of getting together” 

as a unifying trait among Filipinos. With this,  I added that it was my motivation to learn 

more about how the idea of nation comes together through dancing. I admitted, however, 

that I have to thoroughly go over this argument since  “it’s so easy to get lost in how the 

idea of nation is used for political purpose.” He seemed to begin to say that dance would 

never be used  for politics but stopped midway and qualified his statement. He said instead 

that even if dance may be used for politics, he insisted on how dance is a “powerful tool to 

unite us.” Later, I asked how this was the case, and Angelo responded that the desire to 

celebrate life unifies Filipinos. He remarks: “Why celebrate Dinagyang? Sinulog?... 

Buglasan? We celebrate life. We celebrate what we are doing.” Despite our differences and 

diversity, he continues: “We celebrate for one reason, and that’s life. And that is Philippines? 
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Diba?” I remarked contemplatively but still with a lighthearted note after his spirited 

discussion, “You’re very idealistic no?” And he continued citing examples of other festivals 

such as those in Cordillera, where in some areas people dance and gather for funerals to 

celebrate life. 

 

However, I still wanted to prod deeper, since I was struggling to understand the festival as 

‘a celebration of life’ while violence continues unabated in many localities not only in 

Negros Oriental. I brought up what I described as a “nagging thought.” I initially mentioned 

how street dance was critiqued to be too grand, citing the Aliwan Festival which gathered 

street dance contingents across the country. He then pointed out that they wanted to join the 

Aliwan but was unable to do so because of politics. When he mentioned the word “politics,” 

I clapped my hand and exclaimed (“kana!”)  that was what I wanted to ask him about. I 

asked him, while struggling to find the right words, how  he dealt with politics (or political 

issues), despite what I saw as his “honest-to-goodness” beliefs about the festival.” Angelo 

shared: “The sad thing about festivals is that they…are attached to figures.” He observed 

that some political figures feel proprietorial of festivals organized during their term. If 

another political party wins the elections, the winning party would discontinue their support 

of the festival. I asked him his thoughts about this matter, especially that “things could be 

ugly” referencing political problems and violence in the province. Although he was aware 

that the production of the festival depended on the government support because they provide 

the funds, he defined the festival as “community-based celebration.” He continued: “Festival 

is a festival of the community. It’s a celebration of the community, dili sya celebration sa 

politico” (…it’s not a celebration of political officials).  

 

Although this was my first conversation with Angelo, I began to express my questions and 

doubts about the festival. I admired his beliefs about the festival as a life-affirming 

community celebration, but I was struggling to reconcile this with the harsh realities of the 

province. My own attempt to articulate these thoughts was also belabored, and perhaps my 

indirectness and hesitation affected the clarity of my questions. Angelo is aware that festivals 

are vanity projects of politicians, but it does not take away from what he believes is the 

importance of festivals—it is a celebration of life where people could express their belonging 

to a community by celebrating their practices and beliefs. Although Ralph and Stephen 

recognize the support of politicians, and would like to return government officials’ trust and 

support by doing their best as choreographers, Angelo’s response underscores the view of 

festival as owned by the community and not by political figures who fund these projects. 

Angelo’s enthusiastic insistence on the festival as celebration of life seems to suggest that 

festival dance and ceremony can evoke alternative frames of experience or as Thrift (1997, 
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150) has mentioned—"'elsewheres’ which are here.” In the case of the Sandurot these 

‘elsewheres’ refer to a spectacular past or an idealized unity – meanings about the city which 

are created and transmitted through mugna. Instead of confronting power structures, creating 

and performing embodied practices for the festival highlights the affect of the local, an 

investment and attachment to local identity which underpins the struggle of social actors 

including the task of the bayot to piece together disparate festival elements as well as the 

involvement of other actors who are critical of the city’s policies and urban projects. By 

rediscovering Dumaguete identity through  mugna in the collaborative and creative process 

of clarifying, selecting, and creating beliefs and embodied practices, this process of 

performing local culture is a potent source for people to feel strongly about their locality. 

This commitment to the locality encourages involvement and hopefully transformation of 

the local space, which involves—in some cases—directly confronting and resisting power 

structures.  

 

In the next section, we are going to discuss two creative and collective projects—driven by 

a desire to assert claims to the city in advocating sustainable and inclusive urban space—to 

highlight the transformative possibilities of mugna.  

 

 

Mugna as Intervention  

Nikki Cimafranca of YATTA and Benzi Florendo are two social actors involved in the 

Sandurot Festival who also question the city’s policies regarding the environment and the 

reclamation. In our conversation, Nikki acknowledged the city’s support for the arts but also 

pointed their lack of initiative in addressing environment problems. When asked about his 

thoughts of the city, he lamented the LGU’s priority for the reclamation (pertaining to the 

shoreline extension of the Rizal Boulevard) over the dumpsite as well as people’s concept 

of development as solely measured by infrastructures and construction. In reflecting about 

his role for the city, he sees himself as “cultural worker” involved in cultural productions 

like the Sandurot Festival. On the one hand, he adds that as someone who does theater, he 

also wants to “raise awareness and share education” regarding issues not only of the city but 

also of the country (Appendix – Interview, 13).  

 

Nikki’s participation as cultural worker but also as a critically and socially involved theater 

performer reflects YATTA’s involvement in government-sponsored events and their critical 

stance on societal issues.  As community-based theater committed to involving the youth 

to explore and intervene in issues concerning the environment and social justice, YATTA 

was quick to protest the reclamation project for a 174-hectare “Smart Island.” YATTA 
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(2021) issued a statement in Cebuano through their Facebook Page on July 22, 2021 

enjoining city officials to follow the consultation process and to be transparent with the 

reclamation project. Citing their advocacy of protecting the rights of the youth, YATTA also 

noted the importance of defending the environment to safeguard the future. The post is 

uploaded together with two pictures of their protest at the Rizal Boulevard, with their 

members wearing figures and illustration of sea creatures as their headdress. They carry 

figures of speech bubbles with the ‘statements’ of these animals, asserting their importance 

and the need for people to consider their existence.  

 

Like Nikki, Benzi (Appendix Interviews – 16) also voiced his opposition of the city’s current 

reclamation project even while taking part in video projects by the city tourism office. He 

reconciled these contradictory lines by saying that working with the tourism office meant 

that he was “promoting the beauty of the city,” highlighting the “people [and their] everyday 

life” and not the projects of the city. Working with other Dumaguete artists and musicians, 

Benzi and his video production team “Higantez”  created a music video for the song 

“Mamser,” which was uploaded by the Facebook Group NoTo174Islands (2021b) on July 

30, 2021. Mamser is word that combines Ma’am/Sir, a common form of address in the 

Philippines given to those in authority. The singers in the video portray characters that have 

become relevant to the discourse about the reclamation: a fisherman rapping on the boat, a 

government official wearing barong tagalog at the Quezon Park, and a somewhat mystical 

sea creature. The video also satirizes city officials who are supportive of the mayor’s plans 

by showing three actors dancing in the water while wearing formal attire and a snorkel. Some 

government officials like the mayor have denied the existence of live corals in the sea off of 

Rizal Boulevard.  

 

The chorus of the song goes:  

(The English translation is provided with the lyrics of the song on the music video.) 

 

 

Mga mamser 

(We call out to our leaders)  

 

nga naa sa posisyon 

(in position)  

 

Tingog sa katawhan 

nining dakbayan paminawa intawon. 
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(Listen to the voices of your people)  

 

Mga mamser 

(Dear Leaders)  

 

planong kalamboan tukion 

(Be careful with your plans of progress)  

 

Kay basun inyong dream city karon 

(Because maybe your dream city of today)  

 

Nightmare namo puhon 

(Will become our nightmare in the future)  

 

 

Protests to the reclamation project have drawn attention not only to the rich marine life in 

Dumaguete, but also to the stories of fisherfolks in these coastal communities such as those 

featured in the documentary “Kinabuhi sa Mananagat sa Dumaguete” filmed by Higantez 

and posted on Facebook by NoTo174DumagueteIslands (2021a). Another important project 

is Lutong Baybay, a “seafood recipe + food narrative zine” that collects stories and narratives 

of women and their families from six coastal barangays in the city to highlight “generational 

struggle of fisherfolk for the basic right of access to food, of secure livelihood, of 

sustainability and development for all” (Bantayan Community Pantry – Dumaguete 2022; 

Kabataan Para sa Karapatan – Negros Oriental 2022). Published in 2021, Lutong Baybay 

was made possible through the partnerships of various organizations (JASS Southeast Asia, 

Reading Room), community workers from Bantayan Community Pantry and Kabataan Para 

Sa Karapatan, as well as fisherfolks, artists, and writers. Lutong Baybay (Gayangos and 

Velonta 2021, 41) reiterates opposition against the 174 Reclamation Project and the call for 

a more inclusive and sustainable development.  

 

The music video and the zine project both reveal collective and creative collaboration of 

people in Dumaguete driven by the attachment and investment to the locality, or the affect 

of the local, to articulate voices and stories about belonging to the city. The zine, for instance, 

is described as “a love letter to our home our community and the fisherfolks…” (Kabataan 

Para sa Karapatan – Negros Oriental 2022).  
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Although the Sandurot Festival as mugna emerges as a reinvention of Dumaguete identity 

in reinterpreting what is perceived as  “folk” and “tradition” to embody collective and 

individual aspirations, these projects emphasize as well the spirit of coming together for the 

locality. These creative collaborations attempt to rearrange nodes of what the future means 

for Dumaguete, by challenging ideas of progress and development as belonging not to an 

exclusive few but also to those in coastal communities. The zine introduces each barangay 

through a story or memory that fisherfolks and residents have about their life in the coastal 

village, which is then followed by a seafood recipe. For Barangay Piapi, for instance, the 

elderly recalled the time before gentrification (“open-air bars and restaurants”) when nut-

bearing trees, where the village got its name from, were abundant. One resident (“Kuya 

Dodong”) remarked his gratitude to the sea (“which had been nothing but generous”) but 

saddened by the lack of care given to it, pointing to the drainage pipe by the shore. The 

English translation reads: “He lamented the fact that we think of development as building 

more high-rises—that only a few can get to enjoy—and burying the country in more 

concrete.” Whereas the festival embodies the stories of the city through spectacular dancing 

and reifies non-urban modes of living such as fishing to become symbols of the past, the 

zines’ narratives and recipes feature lived experience of people from these coastal 

communities, asserting how they utilize urban space and their own aspirations for their 

community and the city.  

 

As previously discussed, the festival as mugna highlights the play of creativity 

encompassing those tacit operations or tactics by queer subjects that emerge as tricks or 

“uwat-uwat,” which are different from the more urgent and straightforward creative acts by 

those working for the music video and the zine. Nevertheless, these projects are driven by 

the affect of the local, which is also the heart of mugna, and can reveal the transformative 

possibilities of the collective and creative acts of performing local identity and transmitting 

knowledge (songs, music video, narratives, cooking recipes) about the city.  

 

 

SUMMARY  

In this chapter, we examine in greater detail the mugna of the festival which is underpinned 

by and further reinforces the affect of the local. This analysis entails a queering of the 

Sandurot by looking at festival choreography as a play of creativity carried out by 

bayot/choreographers. We also explore the ways mugna can be harnessed for transformative 

power in the assertion of the festival as a truly community celebration and in the ways the 

affect of the local operates through creative protests. Through Inton’s (2017) and Garcia’s 

(2009) exploration of the bakla as a separate local gender category, deeply rooted to the 
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precolonial tradition of babaylanism, we see festival choreography as gendered form of 

occupation. Tingting Delfin’s performance as babaylan in the festival as well as 

choreographers’ reference to themselves as bayot point to how these social actors recognize 

themselves as queer and creative subjects who recognize the value of the festival to their 

lives (source of income and creative growth) as well as their own contribution to the festival 

and the city as storytellers and teachers of local identity to the young generation. As creative 

subjects, the bayot/choreographers’ play of creativity as “uwat-uwat” or “mugna-mugna” 

can be further understood through de Certeau’s (1985) tactics in the way choreographers 

mediate between prescribed festival guidelines to portray the folk while also reinventing and 

interpreting the past to stage a spectacular and coherent dance production about Dumaguete 

identity. Mugna “as trabaho sa mga bayot” (or work of the bayot) reveals the absence-

presence of bayot/choreographers, not only in the lack of attention given to festival 

choreography as queer kind of occupation, but also to the exclusion of working class LGBT 

(which could also include the bayot) in modern global gay events happening in the city such 

as Dumaguete Pride. These point to the struggles over modernity, with 

bayot/choreographers locating city and queer identity to the traditional while forwarding 

touristic and global aspirations. Further, to understand mugna as intervention is to see it as 

‘eluding power’ in its struggles over modernity to rediscover Dumaguete identity as having 

a spectacular past and an idealized unified city space in the present. The work of social actors 

in creating embodied practices about the city highlights this collective and creative action 

that Angelo sees as a life-affirming celebration of the community and not solely a tool for 

political aggrandizement. The affect of the local which is generated by and generates mugna 

is at work in collective and creative protests such as the music video and the zine, which can 

show how mugna can be harnessed for political intervention.  

 

Understanding the city through the festival has brought to the fore various struggles and bids 

of modernity: in the nation-building processes of conflating the local to the nation through 

the performance practices of folk dance and festival street dance; in city-making acts of 

social actors to ground tourism, global, creative, and queer aspirations to the local. Tactics 

by bayot/choreographers for the festival and protests by social actors to the reclamation 

underscore the struggle over modernity through these acts of belonging to the locality, in 

their reconfiguring of the past and the traditional to accommodate the needs of the present 

(such as staging a coherent and spectacular dance presentation and going against urban 

policies) and aspirations for the future (personal goals for creativity and livelihood and 

yearning for a sustainable city). Both protest and festival tasks, which stake a claim to the 

city, derive from this attachment and commitment to the local, calling to mind what Don 

says about the drive for “human connection.” The attachment to the local becomes a crucial 
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node in binding various investments and feelings (personal artistic growth, income source, 

and creative collaboration) and bringing them together as site of meaningfulness which 

gathers social actors and their different (sometimes contesting) aspirations of producing city 

space. This affect of the local is seen in the work of social actors debating about embodying 

local identity through various festival themes, the tactics of bayot/choreographers, and the 

protests that assert a sustainable city space. This love for the locality can be a starting point 

for many acts of mugna that bring transformation to our city and community.  

 

In the concluding section, I try to unravel the yarn of mugna, of performing Dumaguete, and 

explore its implications in fields of intellectual inquiry and its productive trajectories of 

creating and critiquing performance, the city, and the nation.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

To forward the argument of the Sandurot festival as mugna, which emerges from the nexus 

of institutional actions and creative collaborations, the study brings together intellectual 

strands to examine policy, performance, national identity, and city-making. Positioning this 

research as a cultural studies project, I bring approaches from performance studies so I could 

follow the body more closely as site of knowledge transmission in producing city space.  

Since the object of study is not only the festival as performance practice but the context of 

performing local identity as struggles over modernities, I assembled a conceptual framework 

based on Diana Taylor’s paradigm of the scenario for me to articulate the conjuncture as a 

dynamic social totality where the festival becomes a ‘scenario of (re)discovery’ through 

mugna—the collective and creative acts of performing local identity.  

 

I expanded the access points of the paradigm so I can follow how ways of belongings to 

nation and city are formed through policies and performance practices, and how they 

influence social actors in creating dances and ceremony for the Sandurot festival. In studying 

the city as setting of the festival, I draw from sources (Roy and Ong 2011; Bunnel, Goh, and 

Ng 2019; Yeoh 2005) about city-making to follow how space is relational (Lefebvre 2011; 

Massey 2004) and produced through social actors’ aspirations, which are implicated in 

global flows. In studying the performance events of the Sandurot, I refer to dance as play 

and mobilization to trace the energy mobilized and generated by the performance. I also 

draw from insights of critical ethnography and my own experience of movement so I can 

investigate my own and others’ role in the paradigm of performance (Conquergood 2003; 

Madison 2012; Sklar 2000; Ness 1996; 2004). The ethnographic encounters that I feature to 

open the chapters aim to show the “polyvocality” of conversations about the city and the 

festival, and how such interaction underscores our position in the paradigm of the 

performance. Through this project of radical contextuality, the study has paid attention to 

bodily movement and personal experience, the structure of the performance events, and 

larger systems of thought—which reveals new light on the formation of the local as site of 

attachment and belonging.  

 

With this framework, thus, I was able to move interactively across various levels in 

analyzing the acts of belonging and the bids of modernity: the macro-level of examining 

political and historical contexts as well as the micro-level of being co-present with my 

interlocutors and paying attention to bodily movements as observed in performance (both 

video footage or face-to-face interaction physically or digitally) and as experienced by me. 

The framework has also enabled me to approach the festival as access point to understand 
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the process of performing local identity with critical distance and self-reflexive awareness, 

situating the creative production in policies of city-making and nation-building but also 

being attuned to my own participation and role in the paradigm of performance itself. 

Through this, I hope the framework makes significant contribution in studying contexts such 

as formations of belonging through performance practices.  

 

To explore how mugna actualizes modernity in configuring nodes of belonging, the study 

aims to answer how and why local identity is performed through the civic festival. To do 

this, firstly, is to locate the local along nation-building directions as discussed in Chapter 

One. Based on policies of governance, culture, and tourism, the locality is the local 

government unit (a city, town, or village), where its officials initiate, organize, and stage the 

civic festival. With decentralization, this process involves multisectoral participation of 

various social actors, and its success is dependent on local politics and local officials’ 

capacity, specifically the officials’ commitment and interests to pursue culture and tourism 

activities. On the other hand, why has civic festival as performance practice organized by 

the local government unit become prevalent as main engine of culture and tourism policies? 

The answer to this question lies in exploring the local as cultural resource aimed to localize 

national identity. Characterized by an elite liberal tradition which has preoccupied national 

elites such as the ilustrados of the Spanish colonial period, cultural nationalists of the 

American colonial period, and the authoritarian Ferdinand Marcos, this national modernity 

sees the local as ancient, rural, and folk as basis for constructing a distinct national identity 

to forward the goals of the nation-state in achieving social coherence through a shared 

cultural identity and attaining economic gains through tourism. The same desire to curate 

and assemble a national patrimony through cultural practices from lowland villages to the 

hinterlands, influence the emergence of performance practices such as the Philippine folk 

dance and folkloric dance troupes which also continue to cast an influence on how dances 

and ceremony in the civic festival are created and curated. 

 

It is noteworthy to point out however that the site to localize the nation as folk and rural most 

of the time is the city, which is the site of urbanization. Thus, the manner and reason through 

which local identity is performed depend also on the aspirations of the city’s social actors 

within the local government unit shaped by forces of local politics, particularly the power of 

political elites. Chapter Two details how performing the Sandurot is premised on what is 

perceived as the ancient past of the city (the narrative of raiding and daguit), while also 

embodying the idealized togetherness of the city (its history of ‘cultural influences’ and its 

present as ‘melting pot’ of various peoples) as well as articulating its projected reputation as 

a charming and welcoming city for tourism (reconfiguring daguit as #DumaGetmE). 
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However, with the recent thrusts toward cultural mapping and cultural preservation brought 

about by the administration’s interest in culture and tourism (even while it pursues 

urbanization projects), pottery is rediscovered as the city’s heritage. While the touted theme 

of diversity celebrated by the Sandurot simultaneously affirms the complexity of the city’s 

history of colonization and migration, it also glosses over the economic and political 

dominance of elites with Chinese Filipino and Spanish lineage. On the other hand, while the 

theme of Pulang Yuta is an attempt to embody what is distinct or authentic about the city, it 

celebrates pottery as its shared past instead of highlighting it as present practice in the 

community.  

 

Accessing the other points of the civic festival, aside from the space of the nation and the 

city, involves performing with social actors, studying the dance events and the ceremony, 

and being attuned to bodily movement as site of learning. With this, I was able to follow 

closely the intensity on why and how local identity is performed. Through analysis of the 

Sandurot Festival 2019 in Chapter Three and the dance lecture and Paghimamat 2020 in 

Chapter Four, mugna as collaborative and creative acts of performing local identity becomes 

strikingly clear through the various collaborative networks of creativity, such as the 

community of practice among bayot/choreographers and the collaboration among 

government officials, state actors, and local artists. Mugna can be seen through the playful 

rediscovery of the folk and the rural through dances deemed ‘creative and folkloric,’ a 

ceremony combining the fantastic and the factual, as well as the evolving festival themes 

that capture the city’s perceived precolonial roots and complex identity. The Sandurot 

Festival as mugna is generated by and generates the experience of play and creativity, and 

through this, the identity of the city is rediscovered as daguit, cultural influences, Pulang 

Yuta, or many more—through deliberations about how the city should be embodied and 

collaborations on planning and staging these embodied practices. This process further 

renews attachment to local identity or the affect of the local, pertaining to the sense of 

meaning and purpose that social actors feel toward working for the city.  

 

In Chapter 5, this investment and attachment toward local identity is also examined with 

regard to mugna as work of the bayot/choreographers through their acts of ‘making do’ or 

‘tactics’ in navigating their marginal position in the festival hierarchy. In contemplating the 

embeddedness of the festival within government structure and power relations in our 

conversations with interlocutors, I deduce that festivals’ potency rests on its power to 

activate the affect of the local, not so much in confronting power, but in invoking alternative 

frames of experience powered by the ideals and aspirations of various social actors. Still, 

this energy and investment to the locality can be wielded for political intervention as can be 
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seen with how some artists in the festival circuit perform creative protests to oppose the 

city’s urban projects and assert progress and development that is just and sustainable.  

 

What does this thesis mean then to the disciplinary fields of performance studies and cultural 

studies as well as to the spaces of city and nation, through which this project seeks to offer 

some intervention?  

 

Cultural Studies  

This project takes heed of Grossberg’s explication of cultural studies as an intellectual and 

political project in telling better stories about the conjuncture to offer strategies that make a 

difference. At the same time, Grossberg’s approach to frame the conjuncture as struggle over 

modernity had been the defining nudge of the project. Through Grossberg’s proposition of 

modernity as configuration, I was able to map out the material I have gathered in the field—

my conversations with social actors about the identity of the city, my own experience of 

dancing, policies on the Sandurot festival, discussion about folk and folkloric dances as 

nation’s dance heritage, the reclamation projects, among others—as nodes of belonging to 

time and space. Thus, I analyze the conjuncture as such: performing local identity through 

the festival is a way of arranging these nodes, as actualizing modernity.  

 

In a way, wrestling with modernity— “as the elephant in the room in debates about Non-

Western contexts” (Niranjana 2020)—is inevitable. This project has shown through mugna, 

the multiplicity of modernities. In this struggle to convey and communicate to locals and 

visitors alike on what the city is about through performance, social actors also respond to 

different modernities. Social actors like Hersley and Ian, for instance, mirror the struggle of 

national elites in constructing a postcolonial modernity to reconnect to an ‘authentic’ identity 

of the city beyond any colonial influence. Angelo and Tingting acknowledge the cultural 

programs of the Marcosian cultural policies that integrated US modernization discourse and 

anticolonial stance (Espiritu 2017, 47-50), which anchored on fortifying (and also 

commercializing) folk cultures (Espiritu 2015, 419-420).  City officials, who are 

influenced by ideals of modernization exemplified by Chinese cities, seek to further urbanize 

the city. Driven by the same attachment to the city, local artists create performance to assert 

development and progress that is well-suited to Dumaguete, and thus different from other 

urbanized cities. 

 

Through this deep engagement of local history and culture, I put forward mugna in the same 

direction of Chen’s call toward decentralization of knowledge production beyond the West-

vs-Non-West binary that reinforces the dominance of the West. With reference to Chen’s 
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notion of translation as an “analytical vocabulary,” I see mugna as a translation work of 

cultural process in performing local identity. As a scenario of re-discovery, the Sandurot 

Festival takes note of the “bits and fragments” of the West or the euro-modern, but the West 

is not perceived as a homogeneous entity which defines the construction of local identity. 

Mugna also highlights the production of identity as spatiality through social actors’ 

ownership and claim to city space, beyond what Grossberg (2011) calls transgression and 

colonial models that see identity as difference in its resistance against coloniality or the state. 

For instance, in re-enacting the ‘arrival of cultural influences’ that shape Dumaguete City, 

colonial history is only one episode of the city’s shared cultural memory. Although this 

ceremony leaves colonial conditions uncritiqued, the ceremony acknowledges complex 

history in portraying the city space instead as fluid and a collection of multiple experiences.  

 

Although the study focused on examining Dumaguete and its performance through the 

festival, I began to trace the focus on culture and tourism activities within what Brenda Yeoh 

(2005) says imagineering practices among Southeast Asian cities which integrate “economic 

and cultural activity.” With this, I hope that mugna can serve as departure point to reference 

various southeast Asian cities by looking at parallel and divergent experiences of performing 

local identity.  

 

Performance Studies  

Performance studies is relevant in drawing focus into the body as site to transmit knowledge 

and the role of embodied experiences in articulating modernity. Speaking in the context of 

Mesoamerica, Taylor (2010, 16-19) has mentioned that colonialism has alienated the 

repertoire as means of knowledge production about one’s identity and history in favor of the 

written text. With the legitimacy given to writing, ideas about what constitute as knowledge 

also change. Thus, embodied practices or nonverbal acts (repertoire) such as dancing, 

singing, cooking, among others which transmit cultural memory and identity are not seen as 

legitimate forms of knowledge. On the other hand, the archive or purportedly enduring and 

permanent material —such as texts, documents, buildings, and purportedly – is given more 

authority as source of knowledge and memory. 

 

In debates about modernity, texts—as in literary works, historiography, scholarly essays—

are seen as privileged source of knowledge about one’s history and culture. Mojares (2006), 

Lisandro Claudio (2017), and Charles Samuya Veric (2020) 23 have studied national 

 
23 Taking after Mojares’ Brains of the Nation (2006), Lisandro Claudio in Liberalism and the 
Postcolony: Thinking the State in 20th-Century Philippines (2017) and Charles Samuya Veric in 
Children of the Postcolony: Filipino Intellectuals and Decolonization, 1946-1972 (2020) highlight 
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modernity by focusing on national intellectuals and their contribution to scholarship, 

governance, literature, cultural institutions, and political movements. Scholars, writers, and 

government officials are seen as key figures in articulating Filipino modernity. However, as 

Taylor (2003) has mentioned, studying performance and embodied practices can also move 

us beyond our preconceived understanding of knowledge, as expressed only through writing 

and possessed by scholars and authors. When asked about the relevance of the festival, 

Tingting further explained how festivals are significant to the young generation. Although 

the didactic function of festival to the young is a familiar rhetoric, Tingting mentioned that 

the festivals make the young understand why we move a certain way when we observe 

certain rituals—something he feels the young should understand since they are too immersed 

in mobile phones and computer games (Appendix Interviews – 2).  

 

Although studies have been done about Philippine festivals on how participants negotiate 

and express their religious or cultural identities, studying the Sandurot Festival as mugna 

draws attention to embodied experience as ways of knowing about belonging to the city. 

Exploring the mechanisms of creating dances and ceremony to transmit knowledge about 

local identity shows individual and collaborative effort of social actors as knowledge bearers 

and transmitters. As civic festivals have become a prevalent performance practice that sets 

culture and tourism policies in motion, this thesis examines the function of the festival in the 

way they are perceived to teach audience about the locality. With the focus given to the body 

and embodied practices in festivals, which have drawn laborious bodily investment in 

dancing, role-playing, making costumes and props among others as well as significant 

financial spending, the study gives attention to these embodied acts—experienced live or 

recorded as video productions—as sites of meaning-making. The body has always been the 

site of learning. Folk and folkloric dancing have been institutionalized as cultural projects—

the Bayanihan dance suite functions like a “communal civics lesson” (Castro 2011, 81) and 

folk dancing has been part of the basic education curriculum, which have been crucial in 

preparing the population for the mass performance of street dancing (Peterson 2016). Thus, 

by studying performance as knowledge transmission, this thesis approaches the body as site 

to actualize modernity, beyond the privilege given to documents and the written text about 

 
key figures and their role in nation formation. Claudio focuses on liberalism which connotes 
“liberty” and “freedom” as well as the bureaucratic process of statecraft as it was experimented and 
mobilized by liberal figures (politicians and state actors) from 1920s to 1972, to redeem Filipino 
liberalism from obscurity over the privileging of a national history which removes any trace and 
tradition of Western influence. Focusing on the 1950s-1960s, Veric departs from the strictly 
biographical approach of Mojares and Claudio, instead interrogates the “origins of the postcolony as 
a modern Filipino experience” by exploring not only the lives of five intellectuals but also the 
“afterlives of their ideas” and their embeddedness to political, social, and cultural process of 
postcolonial Philippines (8).  
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national belongingness or cultural identity. Examining mugna thus gives attention to the 

labors of the body as site of knowledge about local identity, and the sense of attachment and 

belonging to the city as one’s home that is derived through such acts of creativity.   

 

Studying the movements of the body even as they are immersed in systems of thought means 

accessing knowledge also through the body, and not relying on text-centered approaches that 

interpret the festival or performance as merely discourse or text. Through the approaches in 

the field of Performance Studies, I study the mechanisms of creating performance by 

conversing with social actors and being attuned to bodily movement in the dances and 

ceremony. Through such approaches, the study unveils how the rediscovery of the folk can 

be experienced through dances and ceremony of the festival in the sense of play, a kind of 

inventiveness and resourcefulness as mentioned by social actors in attempting to integrate 

what are seen as contradictory elements in Dumaguete history and identity together with 

their own ideals and experiences of the city. Mugna as playful rediscovery of the folk 

through collaborative engagement with other social actors mobilizes and is mobilized by the 

affinity of the local, which is experienced in the way social actors feel a sense of purpose in 

their creative labor to the city.  

 

Focusing on embodied experiences and utilizing approaches that are attuned to the body 

rather than solely discourses and texts, I hope this study expands our idea of knowledge 

beyond our text-centered frame and shows how much can be learned about formations of 

belonging through play, creative acts, and collaborative engagement engendered through 

mugna.  

 

Philippine Studies  

Studying the civic festival can also bring to the fore questions on postcolonial identity, but 

this time as debated and discussed by social actors in the ‘peripheries,’ beyond what is 

considered the primary site of scholarship in the Philippines—Manila. With Manila as 

central site of policymaking and knowledge production, anything beyond the center is 

considered recipients of history and culture assembled by metropolitan elites based in 

Manila. These national elites create cultural projects by collecting material from the remote 

countryside, which they then curate as national heritage and then taught to the rest of the 

country (Mojares 2006b; Gonzalves 2010; Peterson 2016). In Claudio’s (2013) critique of 

national historiography which privileges national unity over nuances and “fissures” of local 

sites and history, the author cites the tendency to subsume the ‘local’ into the nation as 

another word for ‘native’ (59).  
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Mugna contributes to Philippine studies since it offers localized histories that challenge static 

views of the Philippine nation as a total homogenous national entity. Through mugna, we 

see social actors deeply attached to their locality, while also trying to reconcile with the 

postcolonial burden to create an identity free from any colonial influence. To an extent, they 

mirror the metropolitan elites’ search for an ‘authentic’ cultural identity. On the other hand, 

the Sandurot also celebrates its history of colonization and migration that goes beyond the 

anti-colonialist discourse of Philippine historiography. This affinity to the local, while not 

contradicting the nation, goes beyond borders of the nation with social actors’ own desires 

to be global—a competitiveness that is also encouraged by the nation-state. Nevertheless, as 

we see in the protests to urban reclamation projects, social actors who are driven by a sense 

of loyalty to their city also go against state actions. Mugna, thus, sheds light to the local as 

a site of engagement, performance, and aspirations along these intersecting and sometimes 

contradictory personal, urban, national, and global interests.  

 

On the one hand, mugna can also offer a possible way to rethink the political in the 

Philippines.  The victory of Ferdinand Marcos Jr. which comes from the heels of a widely 

popular authoritarian president makes us reassess Philippine democracy. In this regard, it is 

significant to point out Reynaldo’s (2021) analysis of Dutertismo, to grapple with the turn 

toward authoritarian regimes. According to Reynaldo, Dutertismo is a “floating signifier” in 

which the popularity of the Duterte’s brand of authoritarian leadership has led to a reckoning 

of the ruptures in the political and social order brought about by Duterte’s rise to power. 

Reynaldo argues that instead of seeing Dutertismo as reflective of an erosion of liberal 

democracy, we can see it as further interrogating the emergence and trajectory of a “liberal 

consensus” in neocolonial Philippines as shaped by American liberalism, Cold War politics 

of anti-communism, modernization via capitalist means, as well as tenets of liberal 

humanism (3-4). Such “dislocation” (3) of this liberal worldview brought about by 

Dutertismo also reveals political cultures that are marginalized in favor of the “normative 

moral-political framework” of liberal democracy (16). In this regard, mugna can offer a 

rethinking of Philippine democracy by showing us various involvements and attachments 

that can spur people into action, beyond political organizations or the civil society. Mugna 

can also open into possibilities on how democracy can live through the local—in the 

collaborative and creative engagement of people deeply caring for their community. As we 

have seen, the affect of the local moves people into action—such as civic involvement 

through the festival or through protest to the reclamation project. Mobilizing and organizing 

for ‘local’ ends and purpose can lead to energy and action that has tangible effects to the 

local—city, barangay, or community. Perhaps, mugna can offer us a way of organizing that 

taps this sense of affinity for tangible, meaningful ends for those involved in the shared space 
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of the locality. Inasmuch as the local is not a bounded entity and thus is constituted by 

national and international flows, ‘local action’ animates discussion on a participative, civic, 

and grassroots mode of involvement that has some consequences across spaces. This also 

multiplies our idea of governance and civic participation, and even democracy, which could 

be further explored in other research inquiries.  

 

Dumaguete  

My position as assistant professor from the English and Literature Department in Silliman 

University who considers Dumaguete as my hometown has informed the direction and 

purpose of this research. Even before applying for the Department of Cultural Studies at 

Lingnan University in Hong Kong as a PhD student, I had to justify why I am taking cultural 

studies and not English or Literature. With changing educational landscape brought about 

by the recent introduction of the K12 education then, the Commission on Higher Education 

released guidelines for university degrees, and one of which is Bachelor of Arts in Literature 

and Bachelor of Arts in Literary and Cultural Studies. This mirrors the blurring of the 

disciplinary fields, and the overall trend to contextualize literary texts and expand the object 

and mode of analysis. During that time, I was doing scholarly work which I thought would 

be best further developed in a cultural studies department. However, I further justified my 

choice by indicating that taking a cultural studies direction was necessary to strengthen the 

Department’s academic offering.  

 

What then can I bring to my university and city through this study on the civic festival? 

Studying the Sandurot has revealed that the desire to create, collaborate, and embody the 

locality has emerged from policies and ideologies of creating belonging to the nation and the 

city; however, such desire for the locality is also a powerful node that connects personal 

pursuits for creative growth, livelihood, a sustainable future, queer aspirations, among many 

others, which become a site for social actors to assert and make claims to city space. These 

claims and acts of belonging are expressed by social actors in deliberating about the themes 

of the festival, which have bearing as to how the past is interpreted as cultural memory and 

how bayot/choreographers create movement and narrative though their ‘tactics’ (diskarte, 

uwat-uwat, and mugna-mugna) to teach the younger generation about the locality. 

Ownership to city space can also be seen with how social actors, including those part of the 

festival, assert that progress and development be in line with the lived experience of people 

in Dumaguete particularly those in the coastal areas, contrary to city’s plan of further 

urbanization. Being attuned to various systems of thought as well as to bodily movement in 

dancing and in interaction, I was able to follow how the festival is a site of productive spaces, 

disjunctures, and contestations in the process of creating the city as home that can be called 
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one’s own. On the one hand, it shows how cultural productions like the Sandurot are site for 

middle-class social actors such as academics, artists, and cultural workers to make decisions 

about what constitutes knowledge about Dumaguete. This leads us to consider how we can 

make the festival the community’s own ‘celebration’ by involving others in the community 

in the deliberation process, aside from being performers or participants. While the festival 

reinforces dominance of political elites, it also provides space for social actors, including the 

bayot/choreographers as queer and creative subjects, to bring their own personal aspirations 

to city-making. Studying the festival as mugna—a process of creative collaboration to 

embody local identity, I was able to trace the intersecting interests of social actors in 

configuring nodes of belonging to the city. This necessitates evaluating the various positions 

social actors occupy in the struggle over modernity—as queer, postcolonial, national, local 

subject.  

 

To an extent, I am also performing mugna as I articulate the process of creating and 

constructing the local (Dumaguete) as site of meaning-making and source of 

meaningfulness. With the awareness of these networks of collaboration entangled in layers 

of city-making and nation-building, I aim to find out how we can create a just and sustainable 

space through mugna. For one, studying cultural processes necessitates interdisciplinary 

work with cultural studies as radical contextuality. This would involve various 

collaborations and partnerships with other academic departments and individuals or 

organizations beyond the academe. Taking cue from Ien Ang’s (2006) experience with their 

Centre for Cultural Research, I begin to consider how mugna leads me to explore 

interventions through collaborative and creative partnerships with the community in 

studying, creating, and staging performance. Citing the cultural research projects in the 

Centre in partnership with various groups and individuals to address problems like tourism, 

urban water crisis, and cultural planning, Ien Ang argues that community engagement 

presents opportunities to mobilize criticality for “practical use in the concrete research 

challenges brought up by these collaborative projects.” Although Ang cautions against 

romanticizing these community collaborations, cultural research allows us to rethink theory 

and practice of cultural studies.  

 

I hope that we will be able to create and collaborate together with individuals in the 

university and in the community through research projects that address questions that we 

care deeply—such as the future of the city—since the academic is the personal when we 

consider our own embeddedness in the contexts we are studying through which we aim to 

provide possible intervention. 
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APPENDIX 
 
 
Interviews 
 

Interlocutor  Date  Place  
1. Angelo Sayson   

(choreographer)  
 

March 5, 2020  
 

restaurant  

2. Daniel (Tingting) M.  
Delfin (founder; 
pioneer/veteran 
choreographer and 
costume designer) 
and Angelo Sayson   

 

July 12, 2020  
 

Ting-Ting Delfin’s 
residence  

3. Ian Rosales Casocot 
(Paghimamat 
scriptwriter)  

September 5, 2020  
 

Coffee shop   

4. Angelo Sayson  September 20, 2020  Coffee shop  
5. Angelo Sayson and 

Stephen Inton  
(choreographer)  

October 24, 2020   Coffee shop   

6. Glynda Descuatan  
(Emcee; host of 
events)  

November 13, 2020  UCCP – Dumaguete City 
Church  

7. -Angelo Sayson  
-Glenn L. Balasabas 
-Sherwin Dequito 
-Ralph Anthony 
Insertado 
-Dence T. Pis-an 
-Ryan  
-Alan  
-Bodo  
(choreographers)  

November 15, 2020  Coffee shop  

8. Angelo Sayson  
Dence Pis-an  
Ryan Janipin 
Sherwin Dequito  
(choreographers)  

December 13, 2020   Rizal Boulevard  

9. John Maynard 
Mongcal (Silliman 
University Dance 
Troupe member)  

December 20, 2020  Claire Isabel McGill Luce 
Auditorium, Silliman 
University  

10. Sharon Rafols and 
Hemrod Duran  
(visual artists) 

February 7, 2021  Restaurant/pottery 
workshop  

11. Angelo Sayson  February 28, 2021  Restaurant  
12. Hersley Casero  

(visual artist)  
March 2, 2021  Coffee shop  

13. Nikki Cimafranca  
(Paghimamat 
director)  

March 4, 2021  Restaurant  



  

236 

14. Jacqueline V. 
Antonio  
(Tourism officer)  

 

March 5, 2021 Dumaguete City Tourism 
office  

15. W Don Flores 
(visual artist)  

March 5, 2021  Restaurant  

16. Tingting Delfin and 
Angelo Sayson  

March 6, 2021  Ting Ting Delfin’s 
Residence  

17. Paul Benzi Florendo 
(video creator, 
Paghimamat 2020)   

March 17, 2022  Zoom  
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Events  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Date Place  

1. Cultural Center of 
the Philippines 
Dance Lecture 
“Stories through 
Dance: JM Cabling’s 
Career as a 
Storyteller”  

August 6, 2020  Cultural Center of the 
Philippines,  
Zoom  

2. Folk Dance lesson 
(Learning “Polka 
Biana”)  

September 25, 2020  
March 2, 2021 

Silliman University 
Gymnasium  

3. Video Shooting for 
Paghimamat 2020  

September 26, 2020  Claire Isabel McGill – Luce 
Auditorium, Silliman 
University 

4. Dumaguete Tower 
Groundbreaking 
Ceremony 

November 27, 2020 Manuel L. Quezon Park  

5. Community 
Christmas Light Up 
Ceremony  

November 27, 2020  Manuel L. Quezon Park  

6. Silliman University 
Dance Troupe 
rehearsal (“Inagta” 
and “Polka Biana”)  

December 19, 2020  Ballet Studio, Claire Isabel 
McGill – Luce Auditorium, 
Silliman University  

7. ATOA Art Exhibit  February 7, 2021  Dakong Balay,  
Rizal Boulevard  
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