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negative view of pity held by many writers and theorists and the contradictory effects that 
certain descriptions of suffering have on the reader. In view of the increasing interest in 
affect in literary and cultural studies, it will also be useful to have a more detailed analysis 
and theorization of textual strategies that, to use Hron’s terms, “traumatize” or “infect” 
the reader of immigrant narratives. 
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By Neferti Tadiar. Durham: Duke University Press, 2009. 484 p. 

At the root of Neferti Tadiar’s erudite and passionate study on the “social pulverization” 
(the author’s words) of Philippine society and culture under the intense forces of acceler-
ated globalization lies the key concept and stake of historical experience. This concept stands 
at the crossroads of three interrelated inquiries of political philosophy and cultural studies 
today, which one might schematically identify as the theory of immanent revolution 
(Deleuze, Negri), the concept of messianic time (Benjamin, Agamben), and the praxis of 
decolonization in subaltern studies scholarship (Spivak, Chakrabarty). To these I would 
add a fourth: the diverse, bifurcating streams of Philippine nationalist scholarship and 
ethnohistory in the last thirty years, best represented today by the work of Reynaldo Ileto, 
Vicente Rafael, Caroline Hau, Tet Maceda, and Roland Tolentino, as well as the author of 
Things Fall Away. These praxes are brought to bear on what the author portrays as a nation 
in permanent crisis, whose features either resemble or anticipate the consequences of glo-
balization in much of the rest of the world. It is within this apprehension of a generalized 
state of emergency as “not the exception but the rule” (Benjamin) that Tadiar sets herself 
the task of laying bare the folds of historical experience that correspond to and creatively 
engage with this state of emergency in the Philippines. 

“By ‘historical experience,’” the author writes, “I do not mean only people’s collective 
responses to the objective social and economic conditions in which they find themselves. I 
also mean the collective subjective practices they engage in that help to produce and 
remake these objective conditions” (10). Tadiar’s knowledge of these practices comes from 
a diverse array of poems, stories, novels, manifestoes, and revolutionary handbooks. Most 
of these have been consigned, but for Tadiar’s work, to the waste bin of “protest literature” 
written during and after the Philippine dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos (1972–1981). 
The impulse behind this redemptive gaze appears to be quite simple: to “put into language 
modes of experiential practice that fall short of received proper forms of historical subjec-
tivity and social experience and yet serve as crucial means of everyday life struggles . . . 
[which] thus becomes a way to contemplate the creative political potentials and alternative 
social resources that they might spell, potentials and resources that are instead quickly jet-
tisoned in attempts to wrest control of a world gone awry” (5). This descriptive statement, 
however, merely introduces an original thesis that is astonishing in its ability to tap the 
hermeneutic vein of contemporary Philippine culture and society: namely, that the neo-
liberal biopolitics of globalization, the pervasive corruption of oligarchic “crony” capital-
ism under the dictator, the autonomization of the informal economy, the eruption of 
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mass-based and mass-marketed religious (Christian) fundamentalism, and the politics of 
revolutionary struggle all draw and depend upon these “experiential practices” explored 
in protest and popular urban literature; yet, at the same time, these practices become 
devalued and disavowed in order to facilitate the constitution of modern, gendered politi-
cal subjects. To put it another way, the micro-political practices of the common folk or tao  
give rise to forms of reflection and expression that strengthen and legitimate the macro-
political practices of globalization. Disentangling these micro-political practices from their 
relationship with “prostitution, crony capitalism, and semifeudal social relations” reveals 
that they “yield other political potentials, creative cultural resources that are continually 
stolen by dominant social groups and then used by these groups to make damning moral 
judgments against their inventors” (22). 

The gendered character of these political subjects remains a consistent and funda-
mental aspect of Tadiar’s thesis. The author divides her analyses of protest and urban 
popular literature into three interrelated spheres of inquiry into the condition of Philip-
pine modernity under globalization: the feminization of labor, the acceleration of urban-
ization (culminating in the “City Beautiful” project sponsored by Imelda Marcos), and 
the poetics and politics of revolution from both the grassroots and the leadership. In 
these sections, Tadiar takes up the transformation of the symbolic representation of the 
Filipina from suffering mother to export commodity and “national hero,” the scapegoat-
ing of the bakla  (effeminate male) figure in order to make possible the spiritual renewal 
of the lumpen-proletariat, and the sublation of grief in the poetics of militant resistance 
to the rule of martial law, respectively. In all these cases, the fashioning of historical expe-
rience corresponds to an ordering (or reordering) of the world under the sign of gender. 
In fact, it is this sign that effectively anticipates the simultaneous absorption and disavowal 
of historical experience by political actors and social movements, even as it designates a 
residual surplus, potentiality, even messianic remnant (Agamben) on which the sorrows 
of globalization are staked. 

In chapter 1, Tadiar juxtaposes an analysis of the feminization of labor in the diaspora of 
Overseas Filipino Workers (around 10% of the Philippine population, most of them women) 
with an analysis of the labor involved in “being” a woman, i.e., woman-as-export-commod-
ity. In the transition from the formal to the real subsumption of women’s labor by capital, 
Filipinas produce themselves as racialized and gendered subjects to facilitate their partici-
pation in the international sexual(-ized) division of labor. On the surface, Tadiar follows a 
well-known current of feminist scholarship. Yet her original contribution is her analysis of 
how this subsumption corresponds to and in fact depends upon another/an-other process in 
which the value of women’s community formation, extended kinship-fabrication, and indi-
vidual self-assertion facilitate women’s entrance into the global economy. This process finds 
expression in vernacular concepts such as kapwa, loosely and awkwardly translated as “each 
[being] qua  being-with-and-for-the-other [being],” which serves as the root word for pakiki-
pagkapwa-tao, civil sociality or social fellowship. Running parallel to the dialectical sublation 
or subsumption of women to capital, then, is another proceeding that one might label as 
counter-dialectical or counter-subsumptive. This is the opening to community that global-
ization seizes upon in order to facilitate the feminization of women’s labor. 

Tadiar’s reading in chapter 1 opens the way to explore in the rest of part 1 the lines of 
flight these counter-dialectical processes take in the poetry of Joi Barrios and Ruth Maban-
glo and the novels of Lualhati Bautista and other writers. In part 2, Tadiar develops a 
counter-history of urbanization, focusing on the Martial Law-era explosion of anarchic 
social and economic relations. In chapters 4 and 5, the author finds a virtual encyclopedia 
of vernacular critical concepts and operations that emerge from the narration of histori-
cal experience by Manila’s lumpen-proletariat under the dictator. From the survival prac-
tice of scavenging to the military practice of “salvaging,” from the value of accommoda-
tion to authority (pakikibagay) to the value of risk-taking (pakikipagsapalaran), from the 
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poly valence of the word-concept bagay (thing) to the trivialization of life to frivolous details 
(kiyeme), Tadiar immerses the reader in a world where the experience of social pulveriza-
tion, stagnant labor, and the perpetual reuse  of refuse  and debris expresses a poetics of 
innovation and struggle while at the same time providing the logic and legitimacy for what 
comes to be called crony or ersatz capitalism. The corresponding production of a new 
proletarian subject — the modern born-again Filipina or Filipino, child of the martial law 
state’s simultaneous promotion of evangelical Protestantism and absorption of religious 
spirituality — is explored in chapter 6. The author illustrates how this process of subject-
formation, depicted in the work of novelist and self-proclaimed “Spirit Quester” Tony 
Perez, both grasps the contingency of “spiritual enlightenment” (in this case, the racializa-
tion of charismatic authority and the sexualization of abjection) and leaves traces, rem-
nants, of other paths that spiritual enlightenment might have followed. 

Throughout these chapters, Tadiar’s erudition manifests itself like a great wave, sum-
moning voices and debates from the depths of philosophy, history, the social sciences, and 
the humanities, at once illuminating her object of investigation and transforming the 
meaning of those voices and debates. Her discussion of feminization, for instance, cre-
atively engages with the Jameson-Ahmad debate on the supposed “necessity” of third-world 
literatures to produce national allegories, incorporating this debate without resorting to 
the polemics or apologetics of either side. If anything, the stories and poems taken up 
by Tadiar allegorize the Filipina’s escape from one (national) allegory, only to find herself 
in the network of another. Succeeding treatments of Benedict Anderson’s reflections on 
nationalism as “unbound seriality” (343), Partha Chatterjee’s and Reynaldo Ileto’s theo-
ries of peasant consciousness (283), and John Sidel’s functionalist sociology (212–13) 
reflect a similar pattern of engagement and redirection, in which the theories themselves 
are obliged to accommodate an authentic apprehension of the literary work.

At the heart of Tadiar’s exhaustive analyses of urban popular literature, revolutionary 
poetry, and contemporary art is a greater concern: in the third and final part of her book 
she analyzes the revolutionary movement that opposed the state of exception that mar-
tial law had enforced and that movement’s failures and vicious implosion, particularly 
under the paranoia-driven “purges” of allegedly counter-revolutionary cadres. Her read-
ings of Emmanuel Lacaba’s poetry, Ruth Firmeza’s novel Gera, and other poems and 
stories of the protest movement restore our understanding of this movement as an event 
in its radical contingency: one that arose not only from the unique inter-class solidarity 
between the radicalized, urban, educated petit-bourgeoisie and the rural peasantry, but 
also and more prominently from the way this alliance produced an original dialectic of 
revolutionary consciousness. This involved something different from the rationalization 
of peasant behavior or the absorption of peasant experience into a theory of orthodox 
socialism. For Tadiar, revolutionary consciousness in the Philippines entailed a passional 
recognition of and immersion in peasant experience “as the very means of transforma-
tion of the social and subjective conditions of the prevailing order. Thus, although revo-
lutionary literature fabulates this identity . . . it also compels its undoing and transforma-
tion” (284). Without an understanding of this subject-formation, Tadiar contends, one 
risks a complete misreading of the popular protests that led to the 1986 EDSA revolution. 
For in this instance what appeared on the surface to represent a break between militant 
“underground” and “aboveground” civil society responses to the dictatorship (along with 
the assassination of Senator Benigno “Ninoy” Aquino and the ensuing fraudulent elec-
tions) instead emblematized their common grounding in the folk Christian epistemology 
of the Passion, sacrifice, and messianic emancipation from the law. 

Chapter 9 closes and recapitulates the author’s thesis with a discussion of the demise 
of the organized Left after 1986, culminating in the internal “purges” of suspected spies 
and traitors within the rank and file of the resistance. Tadiar notes the emphasis in con-
temporary scholarship on the theoretical shortcomings and strategic missteps of the 
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party and the virtual absence of any discussion of affective labor and revolutionary sub-
ject-formation, which gave the movement its force, vitality, and dignity. In her discussion 
of the party’s sublation and devaluation of affective labor performed by members of the 
movement in their daily brush with danger, tragedy, and sorrow, Tadiar pauses to reflect 
on the question her study carefully and meticulously exposes: where would historical 
experience without the widening gyre of sublation — whether conducted by the state, 
neoliberal economic policies, or Marx-Lenin-Maoist orthodoxy — lead? 

In the work of Walter Benjamin (as well as William Dilthey and Martin Buber), the 
labor of reflection transforms experience as Erlebnis, an event that one has merely “gone 
through,” into experience as Erfahrung, the terrain where the meanings of an experienced 
event have been developed, unfolded and refolded, into the truths we come to live by. Even 
as this labor of reflection and creative engagement provides the ground for the articula-
tion of ideologies, it also preserves and fosters a sense of what ultimately lies beyond the 
horizon of this  project, this  struggle, this  failure. In our emphasis on the strategies for real-
izing the project of political and social emancipation, Tadiar seems to be saying, we fail to 
cultivate the counter-dialectics at work within dialectical materialism itself — that is, the 
affective labor that affirms and provides an environment for ethical decisions to be made 
within the inauthentic (i.e., state- or globalization-sponsored) perpetual emergency. It is 
here that Tadiar’s coda, beautifully captured in the notion of divine sorrow, best shows 
her dialogue with Benjamin and the philosophy of Giorgio Agamben. For each writer, the 
secularization of the authentic messianic experience — the completion and abolition 
of the law for the sake of the living — can only produce inauthentic forms of redemption, 
which litter the field of philosophy of history like so many unturned stones and produce 
the melancholic reflection that, in Benjamin’s words, “There is infinite hope, but not for 
us.” Tadiar’s contribution to this, to my mind, is to demonstrate the degree to which the 
messianic temporality of state and revolution under globalization takes on a gendered 
expression, even as the sign of gender stands at the crossroads of the will to judgment and 
the will to power. 

The implications of Tadiar’s study are many. On one level, it constitutes an indictment 
of the persistent neglect and devaluation of literature and creative work by the field known 
as Philippine Area Studies, yet without the ressentiment  one frequently witnesses at inter-
national conferences that feature the Philippines and Philippine Studies. This amounts to 
more than the feeble gesture, which one commonly hears in the humanities today, that 
“literature matters.” The problem for Tadiar is that literature comes to not matter at all, 
and that the obscuration of historical experience only facilitates the mass dehumanization 
the nation’s founders ( José Rizal, Apolinario Mabini) feared would happen. Literature 
bears witness to the decision-making capacity and practical consciousness of which Filipi-
nos are systematically deprived when they are represented as ciphers of the international 
labor market, or victims of a late capitalist order being transmitted by satellite somewhere 
up in the stratosphere, or the unthinking puppets of some static indigenous “value-system” 
discovered by a team of social scientists. In Tadiar’s reflection on the labor of reflection, 
these writers and their texts (some of them widely circulated in their day despite the poor 
quality of their publication and even poorer distribution) have found an un-hoped for yet 
strangely destined reader. 

On another level, Tadiar’s intellectual and philosophical affinities set her in dialogue 
with, yet apart from, the field of postcolonial studies and postmodern theories of globaliza-
tion from below. For Philippine Studies scholars who have wrestled with translating the 
insights of Frantz Fanon, Chandra Mohanty, Aníbal Quijano, and others into a context 
that resembles and yet stands apart from the histories of African decolonization, Hindu 
transnational feminism, and Latin American underdevelopment, Tadiar’s book will serve 
as a guiding star. These intellectual and philosophical affinities, of course, come with a 
corresponding set of questions and impasses. Revolutionary militants will be disappointed: 
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this is no red book or Philippine Society and Revolution. At the same time, casual readers of 
postcolonial studies or feminist theory may find this book as difficult to enter as a Thomas 
Pynchon novel. The analogy is not frivolous: like Pynchon, Tadiar is an exhaustive foren-
sics expert who focuses on the detritus produced by globalization fallout. But for readers 
who appreciate the creative moments of interpretation and careful turns of argument to 
be found throughout the book, a larger question looms: at what point does the messianic 
apprehension of revolutionary hope slide into a fatalistic conviction that all revolution-
ary movements against late capitalism are bound to be absorbed, sublated, or subsumed by 
it? “Divine sorrow,” she writes, “is, in my thinking, a placeholder — a prayer, perhaps — for 
forms of political agency and notions of community beyond what our prevailing notions of 
politics, including the dominant politics of revolution, might allow us to recognize” (378). 
How would one know when such a community came into existence? Is this insight Derrid-
ian: a necessary absence that puts possibilities into play? Or — as Tadiar’s more Deleuzian 
readings might corroborate — are those communities already here among us, thriving in 
the breakdowns, lapses, and short-circuits of the matrix we call globalization? Is it possible, 
extrapolating from Dipesh Chakrabarty’s suggestive comments (which she cites), that the 
monolith we call capitalism has about as much to do with the joys and sorrows of the Philip-
pine people as the monolith we call socialism had to do with the experience of people liv-
ing in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union (139)? 

It is the messianic remnant of an emancipated future that the broken promises of 
Marcos’s New Society and City Beautiful, the revolution’s return to the countryside, and 
the IMF/World Bank’s policies of structural adjustment have left for the living. Yet, while 
some opt to read the failure of this century’s revolutions as a fait accompli, and others 
choose to consign the wretched of the earth to their status as the refuse of globalization, 
Neferti Tadiar tirelessly and patiently rewrites the critique of postcolonial reason through 
the rescue and delivery of historical experience and the anticipation of a community that 
knows what to do with it. For Things Fall Away  no truer words can be said than those spoken 
by the character Elías (in Rizal’s novel Noli me tangere), who reiterates the national martyr’s 
prayer to freedom: “I die without seeing the dawn rise upon my native land. You, who see 
it, welcome it — don’t forget those who have fallen in the night.”
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