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ABSTRACT

Much of the discourse of ethnicity centers on the politics of 
identity formation particularly for members of ethnic groups 
who live dispersed among cosmopolitan societies. Although 
assimilated into the new culture, the diasporic self sometimes 
longs for a home to return to, a problematic issue that is compli-
cated with concepts of belonging, identity and community. 
This paper examines the ways that the native’s return to the 
homeplace can take by investigating two contemporary indige-
nous novels: Driftwood on Dry Land by Telesforo Sungkit Jr. and 
,JRURWGĿ��7KH�(QOLJKWHQHG�:DUULRU�:LWKLQ by Rexcrisanto Delson. 
The paper unpacks the process that the diasporic return takes 
and how identity functions in this return.  The analysis shows 
WKDW�WKH�PRGH�RI�UHWXUQ�XQGHUJRHV�GLͿHUHQW�VWDJHV�VWDUWLQJ�ZLWK�
the impetus to go back and ending with the decision to stay in the 
native home or to return back to one’s second home. The phases 
of this return are undertaken as journeys to the cultural past, a 
search for one’s origins, for ethnic identity. This reconstruction 
is not just a journey through a personal past but the collective 
past of the tribe. The paper posits that one’s ethnic identity is a 
product of historically contingent forces and that the return to 
the past is a metaphorical and not necessarily a physical journey 
one takes to make sense of this evolving identity.

Keywords: diaspora, ethnic identity, Higaonon, Igorot, indige-
nous peoples, return

Introduction

(WKQLFLW\�LV�DUJXDEO\�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�VLJQLÀFDQW�GRPDLQV�RI�FXOWXUDO�
GLͿHUHQFH� LQ� WKH�PRGHUQ�ZRUOG�� ,W� LV� DQ� LQGH[�RI� LGHQWLW\��ZKLFK� LV�
necessarily a collective identity as it is grounded on shared charac-
teristics and beliefs among persons of a certain ethnic group. It is a 
sense of solidarity shared between people (usually related through 
UHDO� RU� ÀFWLYH� NLQVKLS�� ZKR� VHH� WKHPVHOYHV� DV� GLVWLQFW� IURP� RWKHUV�
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ness’ when he says “it is less a “both/and” and more “neither just 
this/nor just that.”” He adds that doubleness is often tinged with 
nostalgia, the desire to go home which sometimes can be just the 
desire to belong.

Although assimilated into the new culture, the diasporic self 
never fully belongs and at times, longs for a home to return to. This 
nostalgia is a problematic issue complicated with concepts of belong-
ing, identity, and community. As one assimilates into a new culture, 
GHÀQLWLRQV�RI�KRPH�EHFRPH�PRUH�YDJXH��FUHDWLQJ�D�GHVLUH�WKDW�SURPSWV�
the search for certainty—certainty often found in remembered places 
and times in the past. 

This nostalgia for the past, sometimes an imagined past as the 
LPPLJUDQW�PD\�KDYH�JURZQ�XS�LQ�D�GLͿHUHQW�FRPPXQLW\�RWKHU�WKDQ�
his/her parents’ home, is a search not only for a community to belong 
to but also a search for an identity. The articulations of this longing 
for an ethnic identity in cultural products like literature have become 
avenues of contestations of how this ethnicity can or ought to be 
represented.  Ethnicity is often viewed as a sense of solidarity shared 
EHWZHHQ� SHRSOH�ZKR� VHH� WKHPVHOYHV� DV� GLVWLQFW� DQG� GLͿHUHQW� IURP�
RWKHUV��(OOHU�������������GHÀQHV�HWKQLFLW\�DV�´D�VRFLDO�DQG�SV\FKRORJ-
LFDO�SURFHVV�ZKHUHE\�LQGLYLGXDOV�FRPH�WR� LGHQWLI\�DQG�DOLDWH�ZLWK�
D�JURXS�DQG�VRPH�DVSHFW�V��RI� LWV�FXOWXUH�µ�5HSUHVHQWLQJ� WKLV�HWKQLF�
identity in nostalgic narratives can be problematic as nostalgia has 
been seen as biased and is said to produce “erroneous representa-
WLRQVµ��%R\P�����������

:DOGHU� ������� ��� DYHUV� WKDW� QRVWDOJLD� ´FRQQHFWV� SHRSOH� DFURVV�
historical as well as national and personal boundaries.” He adds that 
as one journeys into the past, one enters a space that is a meeting 
point of one’s personal past and the collective past of one’s family, 
FRPPXQLW\�DQG�KLVWRU\��7KLV� HFKRHV�+REVEDZP·V� ������� ��� FRQFHSW�
of a twilight zone, a zone “between history and memory; between the 
past as a generalized record which is open to relatively dispassionate 
inspection and the past as a remembered part of, or background to, 
one’s own life.”

This borderline space between what is a recorded past (often 
D� FROOHFWLYH� SDVW�� DQG� RQH·V� LQGLYLGXDO� UHFROOHFWLRQ� RI� WKH� SDVW� LV� D�
complex zone, as one’s individual memories is inextricably woven 
with the memories of the group one belongs to.  As members of groups, 
individuals become enmeshed in the shared thoughts and beliefs of a 
given group and if one is a part of an indigenous group, this involves 
becoming part of the traditions that the community upholds as part 
of its heritage. If a member is detached from this community, his/
her link with it is often only through memory of this place and the 

�(ULNVHQ� LQ�:DQ�DQG�9DQGHUZHUI�����������'HVSLWH�FRORQL]DWLRQ�DQG�
globalization, ethnic groups persist in the modern world (Smith 1988, 
�����UHFODLPLQJ�WKHLU�KLVWRU\�DQG�FXOWXUH�DV�D�PHDQV�RI�GHÀQLQJ�WKHLU�
current identity.  

Considered as among the most marginalized groups to emerge 
from the colonizer and colonized encounter (Ashcroft et. al. 1995, 
������HWKQLF�JURXSV�IDFH�PRUH�FKDOOHQJHV�RI�PDUJLQDOL]DWLRQ�WKDQ�WKH�
usual immigrant. In the act of adapting to the new culture, they are 
laden with both a national identity, tying them to their country, and 
an ethnic identity binding them to their indigenous roots. The instanc-
es of colonization and nationalism open avenues of construction and 
UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�LGHQWLWLHV�ZKHUH�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�DOLDWHV�ZLWK�GLͿHU-
HQW� FRPPXQLWLHV� DQG� DGDSWV� KLPVHOI�KHUVHOI� WR� GLͿHUHQW� FXOWXUHV��
The act of traversing between and among these cultures creates what 
+RPL�%KDEKD� ������� ���� FDOOV� WKH� ´7KLUG� 6SDFH� RI�(QXQFLDWLRQ�µ� DQ�
interstitial space which is a merging of the individual’s native culture 
and that of the new society’s. In this process of identity negotiation, 
the indigene’s ethnic identity is not totally lost as it merges with the 
new identity that is fashioned to survive the domination from external 
forces.  

This situation is further complicated by the advent of globaliza-
tion and migration that sees members of ethnic groups living dispersed 
among cosmopolitan societies far from their ancestral homes. For 
these immigrants, the very act of joining mainstream society carries 
with it certain problems of identity negotiation. A duality, or even 
multiplicity, of self emerges when a person from one space with its 
XQLTXH�FXOWXUH�OLYHV�LQ�DQRWKHU�VSDFH�ZLWK�LWV�RZQ�GLͿHUHQW�FXOWXUH���
'X�%RLV��������[LLL��UHIHUV�WR�WKLV�IUDJPHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VHOI�DV�´GRXEOH�
consciousness” which he describes thus:

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of 
always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measur-
ing one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused 
contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness—an American, a 
Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two 
warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 
keeps it from being torn asunder.

This dualistic sense within a single identity goes beyond the simple 
notion of mixture, as some would understand hybridity. In the context 
of ethnic peoples for example, particularly those who are diasporic, 
this implies a complex process of identity negotiation where one is 
DVWULGH�WZR�FXOWXUDO�LGHQWLW\�SRVLWLRQV�ZLWKRXW�EHLQJ�GHÀQLWHO\�WLHG�WR�
HLWKHU�RQH��7KLV�LV�KRZ�6DPLU�'D\DO������������FRQFHSWXDOL]HV�¶GRXEOH-
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KHULWDJH��EXW�LV�D�UHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�SDVW��ZKLFK�FDQ�DͿHFW�SUHVHQW�
understanding of it.

To contextualize the discussion of ethnic identity and nostalgia, 
,�GHVFULEHG�WKH�IRUPDWLRQ�RI�HWKQLF�LGHQWLW\�ÀUVW�DV�ZHOO�DV�KRZ�WKLV�
identity is complicated by colonization and diaspora. I then investi-
gated the role of return in the “recovery” of this identity. The narra-
tives of ethnicity in both novels describe the stages of this return and 
the ideologies forwarded by both novels. The paper posits that one’s 
ethnic identity is a product of historically contingent forces and the 
UHWXUQ� WR� WKH�SDVW� LV� D� VLJQLÀFDQW�DQG�QHFHVVDU\� MRXUQH\�RQH�PDNHV�
to make sense of this evolving identity. It reimagines the two central 
characters of the novels as heroes who return with new understand-
ing of who they are as members of an ethnic tribe.

Reclaiming Ethnic Identity

The postcolonial search for identity in the modern world is complicat-
ed with problems of location. Many members of ethnic groups now 
live dispersed among the larger groups in society and even outside of 
the nation. The concept of return to an indigenous past is an intricate 
journey as diaspora has its own dimensions of identity negotiation 
GLͿHUHQW�IURP�WKH�RQHV�FDXVHG�E\�FRORQL]DWLRQ��

This desire for the past is not entirely a sentimental journey as 
some see it as a way to reclaim a lost ethnic identity. This notion of 
return to an ethnic past hinges on an idea that culture is a constant, 
DQG�WKDW�RQH·V�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�WR�WKLV�HWKQLF�KHULWDJH�LV�MXVW�D�PDWWHU�RI�
belonging to a certain group. This concept of a primordial past is one 
RI� WZR�ZD\V�WR�YLHZ�FXOWXUDO� LGHQWLW\��ZKLFK�6WXDUW�+DOO� ������������
discusses as the ways or positions by which this identity is formed.  
7KH�ÀUVW�SRVLWLRQ�GHÀQHV� ¶FXOWXUDO� LGHQWLW\·� LQ� WHUPV�RI� RQH�� VKDUHG�
culture of a people with a common history and ancestry. The identity 
of the members of the group is tied to this shared historicity, which 
provides each member with a stable frame of reference even in the 
face of external changes. To return to this past then is a simple matter 
of retrieving old traditions and beliefs. The second position is the 
opposite of this primordial view. In Hall’s words:

Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories. But, like 
everything which is historical, they undergo constant transforma-
WLRQ��)DU�IURP�EHLQJ�HWHUQDOO\�À[HG�LQ�VRPH�HVVHQWLDOLVHG�SDVW��WKH\�
DUH�VXEMHFW�WR�WKH�FRQWLQXRXV�¶SOD\·�RI�KLVWRU\��FXOWXUH�DQG�SRZHU��
)DU�IURP�EHLQJ�JURXQGHG�LQ�D�PHUH�¶UHFRYHU\·�RI�WKH�SDVW��ZKLFK�
is waiting to be found, and which, when found, will secure our 
sense of ourselves into eternity, identities are the names we give 

identity forged in this space. This link and the longing for the past 
are often represented in cultural artifacts such as literature in varying 
degrees of bittersweet recollections of the homeland, of the traditions 
that used to be a normal part of life at home. In works that narrate 
ethnicity, the portrayal of the past is often couched in history—based 
on collective memories of a group—retracing the past in an attempt to 
locate ethnic identity.

6RPH�VWXGLHV��,YDQFX�������0LJXHOD�������=HQJ�������KDYH�EHHQ�
conducted on nostalgia and the strategies of adaptation taken by 
immigrants to adapt to the new culture but few have dwelt in the 
actual return of the indigene to the ancestral home. Is this return 
motivated by nostalgia or is it moved by a political agenda—an intent 
to reclaim a lost ethnicity? How is the return undertaken and what 
role does identity play in this process? These are some of the questions 
that this paper intends to answer as it problematizes the native’s return 
home in two contemporary indigenous novels, Driftwood on Dry Land 
by Telesforo Sungkit, Jr. whose diasporic central character returns 
home to reconnect with his ethnic heritage and ,JRURWGĿ��7KH�(QOLJKW-
HQHG�:DUULRU�:LWKLQ by Rexcrisanto Delson, whose Igorot-American 
character returns home to discover more than an ethnic heritage. The 
two novels written by Filipino ethnic authors, one a Higaonon and 
WKH�RWKHU�DQ�,JRURW��DUH�KLVWRULFDO�ÀFWLRQV�LQ�WKH�VHQVH�WKDW�WKH�QRYHOV�
trace the history of their particular tribes as narrative backdrop for 
WKH�UHWXUQ�RI�WKH�QDWLYH�WR�WKHLU�KRPHODQGV��,Q��UH�ZULWLQJ�WKH�KLVWRU\�
of their own people, these indigenous writers carve out an important 
space for their ethnic tribes against the larger framework of Filipino 
history. 

The two novels explore two possible ways for the indigene to 
return to the homeland of his/her ancestors. By blending history 
with memory, the novel Driftwood on Dry Land (hereafter, Driftwood��
describes not only the glory and the prestige of the Higaonon, one of 
the ethnic tribes of Mindanao, but also describes the alienation, pain, 
and rootlessness that the descendants of that race experienced. As a 
historical novel, it traces the history of the Higaonon from the preco-
lonial period to the contemporary times through the eyes of Ramon, 
the story’s central character. The second novel, ,JRURWGĿ��7KH�(QOLJKW-
HQHG�:DUULRU�:LWKLQ�(hereafter��,JRURWGĿ� tracks the return of an Ilocano 
immigrant from America to his hometown. A blend of fantasy and 
history, this novel portrays the Igorot ancestry as viewed through 
the eyes of Alex, its central character who inhabits the bodies of his 
DQFHVWRUV�DV�KH�WUDYHOV�WKURXJK�GLͿHUHQW�SHULRGV�LQ�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�WKH�
Igorot. In both novels, the return to the past is not simply a walk down 
PHPRU\�ODQH�ZKHUH�WKH�LQGLJHQRXV�ZULWHU�JORULÀHV�DQ�LPDJLQHG�JUHDW�



78 79The Cordillera Review The Return of the Native

the impossibility of return is sometimes outweighed by the desire for 
DQ�LGHDOL]HG�SDVW���6YHWODQD�%R\P��������RSLQHV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�GDQJHU�LQ�
such longing. She says that the danger of nostalgia is that it tends to 
confuse the actual home and the imaginary one, the former referring 
to the real physical home of one’s ancestors and the latter being the 
idealized place which may not correspond to present reality. Boym 
�����������RͿHUV�WZR�ZD\V�WR�FODULI\�KRZ�QRVWDOJLD�ZRUNV�

I distinguish between two main types of nostalgia: the restorative 
DQG�WKH�UHÁHFWLYH��5HVWRUDWLYH�QRVWDOJLD�VWUHVVHV�nostos �KRPH��DQG�
DWWHPSWV�D� WUDQVKLVWRULFDO� UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI� WKH� ORVW�KRPH��5HÁHF-
tive nostalgia thrives on DOJLD� �WKH� ORQJLQJ� LWVHOI�� DQG� GHOD\V� WKH�
homecoming—wistfully, ironically, desperately. 

The two types somehow echo Radhakrishnan’s two forms of return, 
ZLWK� UHVWRUDWLYH� QRVWDOJLD� UHÁHFWLQJ� D� NLQG� RI� UHWXUQ� WKDW� VHHNV� WR�
reconstruct the past and restores the home as if the intervening events 
of colonialism, nationalism and globalization have not happened.  
For members of ethnic communities, this can be reclaiming an ethnic 
LGHQWLW\�WKRXJKW�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�ORVW�LQ�WLPH���5HÁHFWLYH�QRVWDOJLD��RQ�WKH�
other hand, makes sense of one’s longing and loss. It is more interest-
ed not with restoring an irrevocable past but on fostering the creation 
of an aesthetic individuality, continually deferring the homecoming 
in the meditation of the past and the passage of time. For diasporic 
individuals with roots in indigenous communities, this can mean 
making sense of the identity wrought by one’s encounters with 
various cultural, economic, political, and other societal forces.

The Return of the Native

Ethnicity is not just a label for a national identity but also a recognition 
of the subcultures and the heterogeneity of ethnic groups. The hetero-
geneity of ethnic communities in countries like a multicultural Philip-
pines cannot be denied. The uniqueness of each tribe can be seen in 
the way they responded to forces like colonialism, nationalism and 
globalization.  Their assimilation can be seen in the ways they adapted 
WR�WKH�FXOWXUH�RI�PDLQVWUHDP�VRFLHW\�DQG�WKHLU�FRQWLQXHG�VHOI�GHÀQL-
tion can be seen in the ways they reclaim their identities in protest to 
external forces.

7KLV�VHOI�GHÀQLWLRQ�LV�PDQLIHVWHG�LQ�WKH�WZR�QRYHOV�WKURXJK�WKHLU�
central characters who take on the heroic quest of returning home after 
drifting in other worlds.  The following section discusses the stages of 
the return as manifested in the two novels where the hero, the central 
character, goes home with knowledge and powers acquired during 
WKHLU�MRXUQH\���,�ODEHO�WKH�ÀUVW�VWDJH�DV�WKH�&DOO�WR�5HWXUQ, the second as 

WR�WKH�GLͿHUHQW�ZD\V�ZH�DUH�SRVLWLRQHG�E\��DQG�SRVLWLRQ�RXUVHOYHV�
ZLWKLQ��WKH�QDUUDWLYHV�RI�WKH�SDVW���LELG��

This position is a postmodern stance of viewing culture as always in 
ÁX[��ZKLFK�SUHVHQWV� LGHQWLW\� IRUPDWLRQ� DV� FRQWH[WXDO�� � ,W� KLQJHV�RQ�
the varied social, economic, and political realities confronting each 
member of a community.  This implies that identity is constructed and 
not handed down from a primordial source, static and unchanged 
since before the advent of colonizers. Reconstructed identity is inter-
nally, as well as externally caused, and is the result of the members 
themselves adjusting to new circumstances in the way they interact 
with outsiders and with each other.  

In the context of indigenous peoples, the nostalgic notion of 
return to a place and a time when ethnic identity is still intact is a 
YLHZ� WKDW� LV� LQ� DFFRUG� ZLWK� +DOO·V� ÀUVW� SRVLWLRQ� E\� ZKLFK� FXOWXUDO�
identity is formed.  This position sees the return to an indigenous past 
by acknowledging the heritage accorded by this past. A type of return 
that would acknowledge the changes that colonization and globaliza-
tion have wrought in the ethnic self is more in consonance with the 
second position of cultural identity formation. 

These two views coincide with Rajagopalan Radhakrishnan’s 
������������FRQFHSW�RI�WKH�WZR�IRUPV�RI�UHWXUQ��ZKLFK�KH�SUHVHQWHG�LQ�
his essay “Postcoloniality and the Boundaries of Identity.” He postu-
lates two ways with which the attempt to return to the indigenous 
past can happen.  In his words:

7KLV�UHWXUQ�LWVHOI�FRXOG�EH�FRGHG�LQ�WZR�ZD\V��D��HPEDUN�RQ�WKH�
return as though colonialism-nationalism had not happened at all; 
DQG�E��UHWUDFH�WKH�KLVWRULHV�RI�FRORQLDOLVP�QDWLRQDOLVP�LQ�D�VSLULW�RI�
revisionism, read these histories “against the grain” as a necessary
precondition for one’s own authentic emergence. 

For Radhakrishnan, nationalism along with colonialism is a factor 
in the deterritorialization of ethnicity.  After the colonizers have left, 
indigenous peoples are conscripted to become members of the new 
nation as well as to assume a national identity, one that homogenizes 
all members of the society in order to maintain that nation.  In the two 
ZD\V�RI�UHWXUQ�KH�GLVFXVVHG��WKH�ÀUVW�ZD\�VXJJHVWV�RI�D�UHFXSHUDWLRQ�
of a precolonial past or a restoration of origins.  It also evokes an ideal-
ization of an ethnic heritage, which is deemed superior to any devel-
opments gained during the period of invasion. The second way of 
return suggests a reinterpretation of history, one that allows the essen-
tialized and marginalized indigene to reassess his/her own identity.

But the longing for home may not always result in a physical 
return.  In a globalized world where the diasporic is a displaced entity, 
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one’s country. Alex’s preference for his American identity is a result 
of his geographical distance from the Philippines, exacerbated by the 
strained relationship between his parents and the relatives back home. 

In Ramon’s case (Driftwood��� KLV� JUDQGIDWKHU� KDV� EHFRPH� KLV�
closest family, as Ramon’s own father became too absorbed with the 
legacy of their race to take care of him.  His intimation of his grandfa-
ther’s death was a sudden revelation that came to him during his stay 
in a big city.

But even without news, people like him would still know when a 
loved one dies…It happened one day during his chemistry class 
inside a spacious lecture hall in a university in Luzon where he 
studied. He was surprised because he felt very light and his blood 
seemed to boil.  And then he stood up, looked up to the skies and 
raised his hands towards the heavens.  And suddenly he spoke 
in his own language.  Everyone was surprised when he suddenly 
FKDQWHG�LQ�D�ODQJXDJH�QRERG\�FRXOG�XQGHUVWDQG�����

Ramon’s reaction to his grandfather’s death is much more intense 
than Alex’s reaction. That he suddenly was able to speak %LQXNLG, the 
Higaonon language, one he has long stopped using after moving to 
the city, manifests the intensity of Ramon’s bond to his ethnic heritage.  
Hearing his native tongue not only reminded him of his grandfather 
EXW�DOVR�KLV�UDFH�DQG�WKXV��KLV�GLͿHUHQFH�IURP�RWKHU�SHRSOH���

But like Alex, even this reminder of his ethnic background did 
QRW� LPPHGLDWHO\� UHVXOW� LQ�5DPRQ�JRLQJ�EDFN�KRPH��%R\P�����������
GHVFULEHV�QRVWDOJLD�DV�´FRPLQJ�¶IURP�WZR�*UHHN�URRWV��nostos meaning 
¶UHWXUQ�KRPH·�DQG�DOJLD�¶ORQJLQJ·«D�ORQJLQJ�IRU�D�KRPH�WKDW�QR�ORQJHU�
exists or has never existed.” This bald description of a sentimental 
yearning for something is true at certain levels. What we remember of 
the past is usually colored by what we want to remember. A sentiment 
of loss, nostalgia is also a fantasy of better times.  

But though yearning for home and family, at the heart of Ramon’s 
longing is perhaps the subconscious knowledge that there is really 
nothing to go back to anymore. His immediate family is now dead 
and as far as land or property is concerned, all has been lost in the 
ravages of invasion by foreign and local tyrants.  Moreover, a pressing 
concern weighs on Ramon, contributing to his inaction. In ordinary 
circumstances, it is normal to think of an inheritance when an ancestor 
GLHV�EXW�5DPRQ�LV�KRSLQJ�IRU�D�GLͿHUHQW�OHJDF\�

´:KDW�LV�P\�LQKHULWDQFH"µ�KH�KHDUG�LW�DJDLQ�IURP�EHKLQG�KLP������� 
“The reading of the stars is only for those who knew their story,” 
was the whisper he heard.  At that moment, he felt that a warm 
presence hovered over his shoulders.  He felt it penetrate his whole 
ERG\�DQG�PLQG���$IWHUZDUGV��5DPRQ·V�PLQG�EHFDPH�FOHDU�������

the stage of 5HPHPEHULQJ�WKH�3DVW, and the last stage as the instance of 
/RFDWLQJ�DQ�(WKQLF�,GHQWLW\.

Call to Return

The decision to go back home does not come out of the blue but usually 
motivated by an incident and which undergoes certain processes. The 
ÀUVW� VWHS� LQ� WKH� UHWXUQ� LV� WKH� FDOO� WKDW�PDGH� WKH� LQGLJHQH�GHFLGH� WR�
undertake the journey back. In both novels, the return was preceded 
by a motivating force, which served as a stimulus for the central 
characters to return to their ancestral home. For Ramon (Driftwood��
and Alex (,JRURWGĿ���LW�ZDV�WKH�GHDWK�RI�WKHLU�JUDQGIDWKHUV�WKDW�VHUYHG�
as the impetus for the return.  In Alex’s case however, the news of his 
grandfather’s death did not immediately result in plans to go home.  
He was a successful businessman in America and saw no reason to 
reconnect with his Igorot heritage even with such a short visit as 
attending a funeral. Moreover, his refusal to return was aggravated 
by bad memories of his relatives who often expect money from his 
SDUHQWV�DQG�HYHQ�TXDUUHOOHG�ZLWK�WKHP�DIWHU�UHFHLYLQJ�OLWWOH�ÀQDQFLDO�
support. This is illustrated in the novel in the following manner:

Alex had once entertained thoughts of visiting the Philip-
pines but after his parents’ bad experience had no real 
interest in visiting his homeland. Instead, he remained in 
America, where he assimilated completely into its melting 
SRW�VRFLHW\�DQG�HYHQWXDOO\�LGHQWLÀHG�KLPVHOI�DV�$PHULFDQ��
QRW�)LOLSLQR������

The incidence of Filipino kin expecting to be given money by their 
Filipino American relatives has become a common tale in many 
immigrant narratives so much so that the money-hungry relative has 
become a trope. The expectation that the American relative is rich 
DQG� WKHUHIRUH�PXVW� VXSSRUW� WKHP� ÀQDQFLDOO\� SDLQWV� WKH� LPPLJUDQW�
as a cash cow that is duty bound to provide for his/her kin. It is a 
real situation, nevertheless, for many immigrants, one that adds to 
the perception that life in foreign lands is much better than life back 
home. Family relations are an important connection when we talk of 
ethnicities but even more so for the diasporic individual. Distance 
VRIWHQV�WKH�LPSDFW�RI�WKLV�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZKLOH�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�IDFWRU�IXUWKHU�
lessens bonds between family members.  

,W�LV�DOVR�VLJQLÀFDQW�WR�QRWH�WKDW�$OH[�LGHQWLÀHV�DV�)LOLSLQR�LQ�WKH�
novel rather than Igorot. The blurring of a national identity and the 
ethnic identity is not uncommon for some immigrants as the former 
is easier to explain than talking about the many ethnic groups in 



82 83The Cordillera Review The Return of the Native

of the Igorot from precolonial times to the present. The retelling of 
this history is also an amalgam of fantastical and the realistic but told 
from the perspective of the central character. As focalizer, he journeys 
through the Igorot past using bodies of his ancestors as conduit.

Driftwood is epic in scope in that it traces the history of the 
Higaonon tribe as it runs parallel with the history of the Philippines 
from the precolonial times to the Spanish, American and Japanese 
occupations, down to the contemporary period.  The style of narra-
WLRQ�PLPLFV�WKLV�HYROXWLRQ�IURP�WKH�SDVW�WR�WKH�SUHVHQW�ZLWK�WKH�ÀUVW�
chapters on the precolonial period narrated in the form of myths and 
legends and the more recent periods narrated in a realistic mode.

In the recounting of the precolonial past of the Higaonon tribe, 
the style of narration appropriates the fantasy genre. The period was 
shrouded in mists of legend peopled by heroic warriors with supernat-
ural powers starting with Buuy Pigsudan, the progenitor of the tribe 
down to the GDWXV who continued his legacy. They were portrayed in 
the stories as a cohesive and proud race who bravely faced inter-ethnic 
FRQÁLFWV� DQG� WULXPSKHG�RYHU�ZRXOG�EH� FRQTXHURUV�� 7KH� VLJQLÀFDQW�
page time devoted to the precolonial era, which covers eight chapters 
of the novel, underscores the ancient heritage of the Higaonon as they 
survived even the invasion of the Islamized indigenous groups in 
0LQGDQDR��7KH�ERQG�RI�WKH�GLͿHUHQW�GDWXV against these other tribes 
is a manifestation of solidarity, a common ethnic identity that serves 
DV� WKHLU� VWUHQJWK� DJDLQVW� LQYDGHUV��$V�EHÀWV� D� OHJHQG�� WKH� VWRULHV� RI�
victory were interspersed with fantasy as Higaonon warriors utilized 
magical items that eventually became treasured possessions of the 
descendants of the tribe.

But with the arrival of western colonizers, this cohesion was 
threatened and the slow disintegration of the tribe began.  This part 
of the recollection is more realistic in its storytelling than the previous 
chapters.  It recounts that despite the natives’ resistance to the Spanish 
invasion, the

Castilians kept winning…[They] would retreat sometimes but they 
ZRXOG�FRPH�EDFN�ULJKW�DZD\��������

The Castilians continued their armed excursions. They slowly but 
continuously advanced because there were datus who helped 
WKHP������

7KLV�QHZ�IRUP�RI�VXEMXJDWLRQ�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�GLͿHUHQW�IURP�WKH�SK\VLFDO�
forms of attack that the Higaonon warriors were used to. The new 
belief system created divisions among the members of the tribe, which 
were aggravated when the colonizers started owning lands. The 

The facility of reading the stars is a legacy from Ramon’s ancestors 
who possessed that magical ability. The epiphany that Ramon gained 
from this experience is that he must know the history of his race before 
accessing the power to read the stars. Ramon then started writing the 
VWRULHV�RI�KLV�SHRSOH�DQG�RQO\�ZKHQ�KH�FRXOG�QRW�VHHP�WR�ÀQLVK�ZKDW�
he was writing that he decided to go home. 

If the idea of inheritance somehow is a barrier for Ramon’s return 
home, it is the opposite in Alex’s case. The news that there is an inher-
itance waiting for him if he attends his grandfather’s funeral eventu-
ally pushed Alex to return to the Philippines. With his own company 
LQ�ÀQDQFLDO�WURXEOH��$OH[�ZDV�OXUHG�E\�WKH�SURPLVH�RI�D�VSHFLDO�LQKHUL-
tance from his grandfather, an inheritance that he interpreted in terms 
of money and that could perhaps save his company. His interpretation 
of legacy in material terms is in accord with his new lifestyle in the 
fast lane.  The distance that separates the two characters from their 
homeland is a factor in their respective response. While Ramon being 
closer to his ancestral home interprets legacy in terms of his ethnic 
heritage while Alex who is much farther, and is in fact in another 
country, interprets legacy in terms of the lifestyle he has now which 
measures things in monetary terms.

Remembrance of Things Past

In deciding to return, the diasporic individual goes through a phase 
where s/he recalls the history of his/her tribe. The return home 
implies a movement from one space to another but also a re-vision, 
WR�ORRN�DW�WKLV�VSDFH�ZLWK�GLͿHUHQW�H\HV��7R�UHFDOO�+REVEDZP·V��������
borderline between history and memory, the returnee enters a zone 
that is a mix of the factual and the imagined. The diasporic person 
who comes home after being away for so long sees this space through 
the lens of memory or from stories told him/her about the homeland. 
Remembering means recreating the past, bringing into presence what 
has become an absence.

In the case of Ramon, the stories were told him by his grand-
father when he was still a little boy. A large portion of the novel is 
dedicated to this journey to the past, a narrative of the Higaonon 
history from pre-colonial times to the present era. The narrative is 
FXOWXUDO�PHPRU\�PHGLDWHG� WKURXJK�ÀFWLRQ�DQG� LV� D�QHFHVVDU\� VWDJH�
that the indigene undertakes to reconnect with his/her roots. The 
retelling was a mixture of the realistic and the fantastic mode and is 
HSLVRGLF� LQ�QDWXUH��7KH�GLͿHUHQW�KLVWRULFDO�SHULRGV� LQ� WKH�VWRU\�WKHQ�
DUH�GLͿHUHQW�KLVWRULFDO�QDUUDWLYHV� WROG� IURP�GLͿHUHQW�SRLQWV�RI�YLHZ��
Alex undertakes the same journey with ,JRURWGĿ narrating the history 
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This does not mean that one loses one’s ethnic identity if one does not 
VSHDN�RQH·V�QDWLYH�ODQJXDJH���$V�)LVKPDQ�����������SXWV�LW��´$OWKRXJK�
language has rarely been equated with the totality of ethnicity, it has, 
in certain historical, regional and disciplinary contexts, been accorded 
priority within that totality.”  In Ramon’s case, the path to rediscover-
ing his ethnic identity was facilitated by his native language but this 
is only one of the factors that helped him uncover and maintain the 
totality of his Higaonon identity.

That this identity took a beating under the shadow of the foreign 
and local masters can be seen in the succeeding narratives.  During 
the American regime, details of the woes of marginalization and 
oppression that the Higaonon experienced were part of the cultural 
memories that Ramon recreates:

In the eyes of the populace, the respect for GDWXV had waned.  They 
had no more lands to distribute to their men.  The persons who 
were once their men were already workers in the plantations. It 
became an ordinary thing to see the true landowner become a mere 
farmhand.  Because of this situation, both the GDWXV and the natives 
KDG�EHFRPH�REMHFWV�RI�ULGLFXOH�LQ�WKH�H\HV�RI�WKH�SRSXODFH�������

Another instance of ridicule is an encounter with soldiers during the 
Martial Law times:

“Father, they manhandled Kaamayan then they shot him,” sobbed 
Uto Mangakes when his father found him.  Uto Mangakes’ face 
was all back and blue from being manhandled by three soldiers.  
Moreover, his hair and clothes smelled of urine for the soldiers had 
XULQDWHG�RQ�KLP�������

7KH�GHJUDGDWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�QDWLYHV�VXͿHUHG�UHVXOWHG�LQ�VRPH�PHPEHUV�
of the community accommodating themselves to the invaders in 
order to survive.  A new ethnic identity emerged as the GDWXV tried 
to locate a place for themselves in the new nation.  One funny but 
tragic narrative included in the novel is the tale of 'DWX Monding 
who, instead of wallowing in his impoverished, degraded position as 
the town drunkard eked out a new space in the new tribal structure.  
He made money from his own followers whenever these would ask 
advice from him. For example, 'DWX Monding would name a certain 
time of the month as the best time for planting according to the old 
ways. When this prediction came true for one farmer, other farmers 
ÁRFNHG� WR�'DWX�Monding and he then made them understand that 
WKLV�DGYLFH�LV�QRW�IRU�IUHH��´6R�WKLV�LV�KRZ�WR�SOD\�WKH�JDPH�QRZµ�������

'DWX�Monding extended this realization to political matters as 
he also gained a certain power among the new government’s agents 

succeeding American and Japanese invasions, as well as nationalism 
itself as Filipinos tried to forge a new national identity, dispossessed 
the natives not only of their lands but also of their ethnic heritage.  In 
WKH�ZRUGV�RI�WKH�QRYHO��́ 7KH�H[RGXV�RI�*DXQ·V�GHVFHQGDQWV�EHJDQµ��������

The diaspora of ethnic communities is addressed in the novel 
through its section on American period narratives, when many Indios 
migrated to the United States.  The Americans packaged this as an act 
of benevolence to lure the natives into seeing them as friends instead 
of colonizers.  In the novel, some Higaonon moved to America and 
came back arrogant and disdainful of old traditions.  The natives who 
did not go to America were forced to work in plantations and eventu-
ally became dispossessed of their lands.  

This came about because the GDWXV who refused to work in the 
plantations went uphill to resist the presence of the landowners and 
capitalist Americans. Migrants from Visayas and Luzon eventually 
occupied the plots of land they left behind.  In actual history, these 
events in the novel refer to the government-sponsored Land Settle-
ment Program based on the Homestead Act of 1903 that was imple-
mented in 1913. Also known as the Public Land Act No. 926 of 1903, 
this policy led to the setting up of the homestead resettlement areas, 
opening up Mindanao as the “Land of Promise” to landless peasants 
DQG� FRUSRUDWLRQV� SODQQLQJ� WR� VHW� XS� SODQWDWLRQV� �*DVSDU� ������ �����
The arrival of settlers through this decree opened the vast expanse of 
0LQGDQDR�WR�ODUJH�VFDOH�WUDQVIHU�RI�SHRSOH�IURP�GLͿHUHQW�SDUWV�RI�WKH�
Philippines.

The hybrid identities constructed among indigenous peoples 
during these times resulted in confusion for some members. This 
part of Ramon’s journey into the past paints the dilemma thus: “As 
WKH� LQÁX[� RI� SHRSOH� ZKR� VRXJKW� WKHLU� OXFN� LQ� WKH� LVODQG� FRQWLQXH��
WKH�QDWLYHV�EHFDPH�HYHQ�PRUH�FRQIXVHG�DERXW� WKHLU� LGHQWLW\µ� �������
Many natives could not even speak the Higaonon language and called 
themselves OXPDG, a collective term for the ethnic tribes of Mindanao, 
instead of Higaonon, a name distinct from the other tribes.

The importance of speaking the native language is given space 
in the novel as a necessary characteristic of one’s ethnic identity.  In 
Driftwood, when Ramon suddenly chanted an old prophecy in the old 
Higaonon language, it was the catalyst that started his journey back 
to his homeland.

Hearing his native tongue made Ramon think of his grandfather, 
7DWDQJ� ,V\RQJ�� �+H� WKRXJKW�RI� WKH�QLJKW�ZKHQ� WKH� VN\�ZDV�ÀOOHG�
ZLWK�PDQ\�VWDUV�ZKLOH�WKH\�ZHUH�LQ�WKHLU�VZLGGHQ�ÀHOG�LQ�3DODZSDZ�������
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ently, the only clothing he wore was a small loincloth that covered 
his genitals.  He wanted to pinch himself to see if he was dreaming, 
but his body wouldn’t answer his mind’s demands.  Struggling to 
PDNH�VHQVH�RI�ZKDW�ZDV�KDSSHQLQJ��$OH[�ÀQDOO\�UHDFKHG�WKH�UHDOL-
zation that he was mentally himself but physically someone else. 
6RPHKRZ������

The free use of fantasy interspersed with historical events is a form 
of magic realism employed by the author to present a landscape of 
an alternative past. The possession of an Igorot body allowed Alex 
to physically, if not mentally, bond with his ancestors and to live 
their lifestyle as if his migration and his American identity have not 
taken place. He literally returned back in time creating a space in his 
consciousness that made him eventually accept the Igorot worldviews 
as part of his heritage.

When Alex coexisted with Bolee, another ancestor who lived 
in a small village as part of living exhibits in an American World 
Fair, he was able to discern how they really felt being exhibited like 
animals. The narrative presented the Igorots as always being gifted 
with dogs in order to mesmerize visitors who gaped at the Igorot 
brutality of butchering and eating animals. When Bolee questioned 
the village chief about this, the latter answered: “I think we’re eating 
dogs because this is what the white man wants to see. Do you see how 
LW�DPXVHV�DQG�RͿHQGV�VR�PDQ\�RI� WKHP"µ��������7KH� ,JRURWV� LQ� WKDW�
village accommodated themselves to the wishes of the Americans as 
an act of survival in a land where they are dependent on the white 
man’s whims. Angered on Bolee’s and his tribesmen’s behalf, Alex 
saw the Americans through new eyes and this enabled him to dwell in 
the Igorot consciousness as the tribe related with the foreigners.

Unlike Ramon’s tribe however, the Igorot were really never 
FRQTXHUHG�E\�WKH�6SDQLVK�FRORQL]HUV��)ORUHQGR����������DQG�WKXV��GLG�
not have the baggage of marginalization and oppression that other 
tribes had. Nevertheless, being part of a minority has its own angst.  
When he inhabited Brian’s body, an Igorot boy who was forced to 
study in Manila in the more modern times of the narratives, he inter-
QDOL]HG� WKH�ER\·V� VWUDWHJLHV�RI�DFFRPPRGDWLRQ� LQ�RUGHU� WR�ÀW� LQ� WKH�
modern society.

As Brian continued practicing his Tagalog, he began thinking about 
his hair and clothes.  He wanted a normal haircut, like the rest of 
the boys, and he knew he needed to buy new clothes in the fashion 
of the day.  Perhaps he could start avoiding the sun too.  His head 
bent in an attitude of prayer, he began thinking of as many ways as 
SRVVLEOH�WR�KLGH�KLV�,JRURW�KHULWDJH�������

who asked his advice whenever an assembly of OXPDG is called for by 
the government.  The hybrid identity that Datu Monding negotiated 
is a mix of the old ways, where he dispensed advice based on old 
traditions and beliefs, and also the capitalistic tendencies brought by 
the foreigners. If one goes back to Stuart Hall’s positions of cultural 
formation, one sees that what Datu Monding did to reconstruct his 
LGHQWLW\�LV�LQ�DFFRUG�ZLWK�+DOO·V�FRQFHSW�WKDW�HWKQLF�LGHQWLW\�LV�ÁH[LEOH�
and is reconstructed over time due to the demands of certain societal 
factors.  However, as a hybrid, Datu Monding does not totally let go 
of the old ways, using them instead as opportunities to survive in the 
new social landscape.

7KH�PHPRU\�RI� RSSUHVVLRQ� VXͿHUHG�E\� WKH� WULEH� LV�SDUW� RI� WKH�
remembering that an indigene undergoes as s/he returns to the past.  
Nostalgia often leads one to dwell on happy memories, and in Drift-
wood, the grandiose beginnings of the tribe were highlighted. But the 
QRYHO�DOVR�GUDZV�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�WKH\�VXͿHUHG�ZKLFK�
puts into question why this grand heritage was lost.

This questioning is concretized in some members of the tribe 
who clung to the hope that they could rebuild their community of old 
and go back to pre-colonial conditions.  When Ramon’s father talked 
to the 7DJED\D, their ancestral spirit guardian, the latter said: “I know 
what’s in your heart.  You want to build again the house of 7DJRORDQ. 
<RX�ZDQW�\RXU�UDFH�WR�ULVH�RQFH�PRUHµ�������

This sentiment echoes one form of return postulated by 
5DGKDNULVKQDQ� ������� ������ WKH�NLQG� WKDW� UHFRQVWUXFWV� WKH�SDVW� DV� LI�
colonialism and nationalism had never happened. This particular 
avenue was never really materialized in the novel as the younger 
generation of the tribe has either been assimilated into the modern 
society or has left the place.

In ,JRURWGĿ, the same combination of good and bad memories 
SHUPHDWHV� $OH[·V� MRXUQH\� LQWR� WKH� SDVW�� 7KH� SULPDU\� GLͿHUHQFH�
between his own journey of remembrance and Ramon’s is that Alex’s 
glimpse into Igorot history is through a magical looking glass - a 
blanket that enables him to time travel and inhabit the bodies of his 
ancestors at a particular period of their history. This magic blanket 
ZDV�WKH�OHJDF\�OHIW�KLP�E\�KLV�JUDQGIDWKHU��RQH�KH�ÀQGV�WR�EH�XVHOHVV�
DW�ÀUVW��EXW�RQH�WKDW�XOWLPDWHO\�EHFDPH�WKH�FDWDO\VW�WKDW�HQDEOHG�$OH[�
to understand his Igorot heritage better.

7KH� ÀUVW� ERG\� WKDW� KLV� FRQVFLRXVQHVV� RFFXSLHG� ZDV� )DQXVDQ��
an Igorot boy who lived during the time of Spain’s conquest of the 
Philippines. 

When his head glanced down to check the trail, he saw that his 
body was that of a teenage boy—a practically naked one. Appar-
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SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�LGHQWLW\�IRUPDWLRQ��WKLV�LV�D�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�
that these foreigners have on the Igorot culture. The foreigners were 
not portrayed as colonizers nor were the Igorot portrayed as slaves 
in these narratives. There was an egalitarian relationship between 
the two cultures with the Igorot accommodating themselves to the 
foreigners without letting go of their tribal ways and worldviews. This 
resonates with the second position that Hall posited—that identity is 
in a constant cultural formation.

Locating an Ethnic Identity

After the return to his/her native land, the diasporic self has to 
decide whether to stay or to go back to his/her new home. This is the 
epiphany that makes the process of returning complete.  The decision 
is aided by realizations made during the journey to the past, which 
is usually a revelation of one’s ethnic heritage. In ,JRURWGĿ, Alex was 
WUDQVSRUWHG�EDFN�WR�VLJQLÀFDQW�PRPHQWV�RI�WKH�,JRURW�SHRSOH·V�KLVWRU\�
and he came back from his magical adventure with a deeper appreci-
ation of his ethnic identity.  

“The eye is your heritage,” his Igorot self continued.  “Too many 
people in your world do not understand the power that their 
heritages contain.  You are Igorot and your connection to your 
KHULWDJH�ZLOO�NHHS�\RX�JURXQGHG�������

The distinction between his Igorot self and his present self is a testimo-
ny to the many permutations that Alex’s identity has undergone over 
the years. The process of going back is not just a nostalgic longing for 
WKH�SDVW�EXW�D�FRQÀUPDWLRQ�RI�DQ�LGHQWLW\��ZKLFK�$OH[�KDV�LJQRUHG�RU�
denied during his stay in America. His Igorot identity is at the core of 
his personality and this confrontation between his ethnic and Filipi-
no-American self is a process of negotiation, one that has become 
a cure to the holes in his hybrid identity. His conversation with his 
Igorot self ended in a literal merging of the two and in embracing his 
ethnic self, Alex is recognizing his multicultural background.

7KH� GLVWLQFWLRQV� RI� GLͿHUHQW� VHOYHV� LQ� KLV� SHUVRQDOLW\� H[SODLQ�
Alex’s decision to go back to America instead of remaining in the 
Philippines. Using fantasy to underscore this decision, Alex woke up 
IURP�KLV�UHFHQW�WUDQVPLJUDWLRQ�DV�D�ÀIWK�JUDGHU�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��
Relieved to be in his own body again, he went about his daily routine 
with a new respect for his ethnic heritage—speaking Kankanaey to 
his mother and going to school without putting on a robe to hide the 
smell of Filipino food. The new body he inhabits is that of his young 
self, a metaphor for being born again, a symbol for starting over a new 
life much better than his previous one.

The act of mimicry is one that is common among many individuals 
WU\LQJ�WR�VXUYLYH�LQ�D�GLͿHUHQW�DQG�RIWHQ�¶VXSHULRU·�FXOWXUH���,Q�RUGHU�
to adapt to his surroundings and stop the bullying and persecution 
he is experiencing, Brian succumbed and found it easier to blend with 
WKH�PDMRULW\�LQVWHDG�RI�UHPDLQLQJ�GLͿHUHQW���$OH[�IRXQG�WKLV�SDUWLFXODU�
memory fascinating as he himself experienced it while growing up in 
the United States.

Alex knew his lack of interest was rooted in the fact that he’d grown 
up a minority in a mostly white society.  He didn’t want to learn 
KRZ�GLͿHUHQW�KH�ZDV�EHFDXVH�KH�GLGQ·W�OLNH�EHLQJ�GLͿHUHQW��%HLQJ�
GLͿHUHQW�ZDV�WKH�VRXUFH�RI�PRVW�RI�WKH�WHDVLQJ�KH·G�VXͿHUHG�IURP�
NLGV�DW�VFKRRO�������

,I�ZH�UHFDOO�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�GRXEOH�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��RQH�ÀQGV�WKDW�$OH[·V�
FRQÁLFW� DQG� DGMXVWPHQW� WR� D� QHZ� FXOWXUH� DUH� PXFK�PRUH� FRPSOH[�
than what Brian experienced. Alex had two identities with which 
to confront American discrimination—his national identity of being 
Filipino and his ethnic identity of being Igorot. To a boy who must 
survive in this peripheral position in a new environment, he must 
constantly reconstruct his identity in order to survive.

7KH�FRQFHSW�RI�HWKQLFLW\��ZKLFK�KLJKOLJKWV�D�JURXS·V�GLͿHUHQFH�
from other groups, is one that is eschewed by a transplanted indigene 
as s/he attempts to be accepted by the majority. In Alex’s case, his 
ethnic identity is submerged under the Filipino nationalist identity 
KH�SUHVHQWV�WR�WKH�ZRUOG��7KLV�HͿRUW�WR�EOHQG�ZLWK�WKH�PDMRULW\�LV�DQ�
identity negotiation act, one that sometimes diminishes the connec-
tion to the homeland and native culture.  

Contact with people outside of one’s culture is a factor contribut-
ing to the loss of connection and with the Igorot, their interactions with 
the Americans and Japanese are instances of identity negotiation that 
are metaphors for the changes in their personality as a people. After 
%ROHH��$OH[�LQKDELWHG�WKH�ERG\�RI�DQ�$PHULFDQ�RFHU��7KLV�HSLVRGH�LQ�
the narrative portrays the Igorot’s relationship with Americans.  The 
body he inhabited was that of Sergeant Tebow, who saw the Igorot 
VFRXWV�ÀJKWLQJ�DORQJVLGH�WKH�$PHULFDQ�VROGLHUV�GXULQJ�:RUOG�:DU�,,���
Physically, Alex now has blond hair and blue eyes, and mentally, he 
sees events with the consciousness of an American.

His next incarnation is far more complex as Alex inhabits the 
body of a Japanese warrior while actually being in Japan. The Japanese 
warrior, a samurai inspired Alex to take up his own GĿ after witness-
ing the warrior’s honorable acts. The shift from inhabiting the bodies 
RI�KLV�,JRURW�DQFHVWRUV�WR�LQKDELWLQJ�D�IRUHLJQHU·V�ERG\�VHHPV�DW�ÀUVW�WR�
be a jarring episode in the quest for ethnic ancestry. But seen from the 
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<RX�VKDOO�EH�GULYHQ�DZD\�E\�GLͿHUHQW�ZDYHV�XQWLO� WKH�GD\�ZKHQ�
from your womb, descendants shall rise who will seek their inher-
LWDQFH�������

The hope of resurrecting the house of the Higaonon is embedded in 
this prophecy, which sees Ramon’s descendants returning to reclaim 
their legacy.  This dream triggered a remembrance of all the stories 
that his grandfather told him and Ramon vowed then to put all this 
stories—the history of his tribe—on paper. The act of codifying his 
tribe’s history, hoping that his descendants will read them, indicates 
that he embraces his ethnic heritage and hopes that this heritage 
will rise again in future generations. The decision to metaphorically 
stay in the place then acquires political implication tantamount to an 
advocacy in which he invites the Higaonon race into action to make 
it great again.

$IWHU� VHYHUDO�GD\V�� ,�KDYH�ÀQLVKHG�RXU�KLVWRU\�DW� ODVW�� �7KLV� VKDOO�
be read by my descendants until the time when a new great house 
shall rise from 7DJRORDQ·V�ZRPE�������

This aspiration echoes the nativist view of identity formation that 
Hall proposes. Seeing the Higaonon ancestry as something that can be 
revived despite the advent of colonization and nationalism is a hope 
that the bonds that tie an ethnic group together are strong enough to 
overcome any barrier.  

Conclusion  

Home has many meanings for a diasporic individual and can be 
QHJRWLDWHG�LQ�GLͿHUHQW�DQG�PXOWLSOH�ORFDWLRQV�DQG�FRQWH[WV���,W�FDQ�VWD\�
LQ�WKH�PLQG�DV�D�ÀJXUDWLYH�VSDFH�RU�LW�FDQ�EH�D�UHDO�SK\VLFDO�VSDFH���)RU�
some ethnic groups, ethnic identity is tied to location, a physical space 
they can call their own. There are some however whose concept of 
home exists more in the mind and the examination of the two novels 
show that the returnee’s journey does not always end in a return to the 
original place where the journey started.  While the return represents 
a performance of ethnic identity, the question remains as to what 
identity the ethnic person bears. The hybrid selves constructed and 
UHFRQVWUXFWHG�GXULQJ�WKH�VRMRXUQ�LQ�RWKHU�ODQGV�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�GHFLVLRQ�
on whether to stay in the homeland of the ancestors or to go back to 
the second home.

The return often involves a remembering, a reconstruction of the 
SDVW��ÀOWHUHG�WKURXJK�PHPRU\�DQG�PDSSHG�RXW�WKURXJK�DFWXDO�KLVWRU-
ical events. This reconstruction is not a journey through a personal 
past but the past of the entire tribe.  In both novels, the central charac-

The decision to stay in his new home while at the same time  
practicing the traditions of his people is a path undertaken by many 
indigenous peoples living in other countries.  They are assimilated into 
the mainstream culture but do so without relinquishing their ethnic 
roots. Although his return to his homeland is a performance of his 
ethnic identity, Alex embraces the many sides of his multicultural self. 
7KLV�GHFLVLRQ�DOVR�UHVRQDWHV�ZLWK�6WXDUW�+DOO·V��������VHFRQG�SRVLWLRQ�
as far as the formation of cultural identity is concerned.  Ethnicity is a 
constructed process and is a product of one’s interaction with people 
and other structural factors.

In Driftwood, the decision taken by Ramon during his return 
journey is a much more complex action than the path Alex took. When 
Ramon went home to reconnect with his ethnic heritage, he met no 
familiar face upon his arrival.  Worse, he discovered what happened 
to his relatives:  

He learned that Tatang Isyong died when he struggled to take 
the lands of Kaamayan Dikong, that he gathered all nephews 
and relatives and occupied a parcel of Kaamayan Dikong’s lands.  
Because of that they were massacred.  Tatang Isyong was one of 
WKRVH�ZKR�ZHUH�VODLQ���7KH�UHVW�ÁHG�LQWR�WKH�PRXQWDLQV�������

The issue of ancestral domain is subtly inserted into the narrative 
and this highlights one of the problems experienced by the /XPDG of 
Mindanao—the loss of their lands in the advent of colonization and 
other acts of aggression. Also included in the narratives is the issue 
of indigenous peoples joining the New People’s Army although this 
was countered in the novel as being incompatible with the objectives 
of the rebels:

7KH\�KDG�GLͿHUHQW�DLPV��7KH�DLPV�RI�7KRVH�:LWK�1R�6KRHV�ZHQW�
against Uto Mangkes’ desire to rebuild the old talugan.  Their teach-
LQJV�ZRXOG�QRW�ÀW�LQ�ZLWK�KLV�ORQJLQJ�WR�EXLOG�DQG�VWUHQJWKHQ�WKH�
V\VWHP�RI�'DWXVKLS��������

7DOXJDQ literally means a great house but is also a metaphor for the 
Higaonon race. To rebuild it therefore implies the resurrection of the 
old ways and beliefs that declined or faded with the ensuing invasions.

Ramon’s knowledge of the demise and dispersion of his people 
would have precluded any reason to stay because there is nothing 
now—no tribe or land—to connect with. The novel’s end however 
suggests an alternative path for the indigene who longs to return to 
his native place. As Ramon slept, he had a vision of a portal overlook-
ing a great river and then heard a voice intoning a prophecy:
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While this paper is not an attempt to compare the two novel’s 
expression of ethnic identity as far as the act of returning is concerned, 
it does see a similarity.  Central to both forms of return is the concept 
of ethnic identity as part of one’s indigenous roots. Yet whether these 
roots are tied to a place is something that members of ethnic tribes 
living in modern times must decide for themselves. Return to one’s 
indigenous past is a matter of choice by a people on behalf of their 
own ethnicity in acknowledgement of the many selves and identi-
ties they have constructed through the years. While there is nothing 
atavistic about reclaiming the past, one must also consider that the 
performance of one’s indigenous identity can be done even outside of 
one’s native place. There is a tragic sense in one’s inability to go back 
KRPH��DQG� WKH� LQGLJHQH�ZKR�VWUXJJOHV�ZLWK�GLͿHUHQW� LGHQWLWLHV�DQG�
consciousness must come to the realization that the goal of a journey 
to the past is not simply arriving at a physical place but also having a 
rendezvous with one’s self.
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ters went through the history of the Igorot (,JRURWGĿ� and the Higaonon 
('ULIWZRRG� presenting a counter memory of these historical events as 
seen from the perspective of indigenous peoples. This journey to the 
past is a search of origin and identity, a process necessary in order to 
make sense of one’s ethnic identity that is tied to the collective identity 
of the tribe.

The two novels present two forms of return - one is the form 
taken by Alex in ,JRURWGĿ, an acknowledgment of his ethnic identity 
and carrying it with him as he continues his life in mainstream society.  
It is assimilation without relinquishing his ethnic roots—a blending of 
his ethnic heritage and his modern self—a hybridity that recognizes 
the multiple identities an ethnic person undergoes as he interacts with 
others outside of his native place. It is to take pride in one’s Igorot 
identity and making this part of his essence as he takes his place 
among the majority. The journey back to the motherland portrayed 
LQ�WKH�QRYHO�LV�PRUH�RI�D�UHÁHFWLYH�W\SH�RI�QRVWDOJLD��RQH�WKDW�PDNHV�
URRP�IRU�ÁH[LELOLW\�DV�ZHOO�DV�D�UHFRJQLWLRQ�WKDW�KRPH�LV�QRW�MXVW�WKH�
physical space of his ancestors. The homecoming that Alex experi-
ences is a recognition of his evolving Igorot identity, one that is not 
only Igorot but also Filipino, Japanese and American.  But while all 
of these, Alex is somehow also not any of these, having undertaken 
a spiritual journey where he at last makes sense of his identity and 
makes peace with the multiple consciousness inhabiting his self. 

The second form is the one taken by Ramon in Driftwood, a recon-
VWUXFWLRQ�RI�RQH·V� HWKQLF�SDVW� DQG�FRQWLQXLQJ� WKLV� VHOI�GHÀQLWLRQ� IRU�
him and his descendants.  In a certain sense, the novel posits a reaction-
DU\�DJHQGD��ZKLFK�DGYRFDWHV�D�UHVWRUDWLRQ�RI�RQH·V�KRPH��,W�RͿHUV�D�
solution to the marginalization of the /XPDG in Mindanao but whether 
WKLV�VHOI�GHÀQLWLRQ�LV�WKURXJK�DUPHG�VWUXJJOH�RU�RYHUW�SROLWLFDO�DFWLRQ�
is up to the members of the ethnic tribe. The nativist construction of 
identity forwarded by the novel is an alternative path for the indigene 
to take which sees the driftwood—the diasporic members travelling 
to other lands—coming home to reclaim their ethnic heritage. This 
longing for home is more in accord with a restorative type of nostal-
gia, which seeks to reestablish the grand heritage of the tribe seeking 
to reclaim a common past in a homecoming that is equated with the 
recovery of an ethnic identity. But the end of the novel also acknowl-
edges that the Higaonon tribe still has to take action in order for the 
UHFRYHU\� RI� WKHLU� JUHDW� KHULWDJH� WR� KDSSHQ�� 7KH� QRYHO·V� HQG� RͿHUV�
this hope but the tribes’ descendants must become one again for this 
restoration to happen. This implies a Higaonon identity that has been 
reconstructed over the years making a simple return to the past not so 
simple at all.  
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