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Diwà – A Filipino aesthetic of knowledge, language, body  

by Fatima Lasay <fats@korakora.org> 

 

ABSTRACT. Diwà has been defined in academic circles as a body of internal rules governing 

the systematic ordering of ideas that the Filipino whether on a national, tribal or personal level 

employs for a conscious meaningful purpose. In this essay, the author proposes a re-definition 

of diwà as a self-determined system of aesthetic equilibrium, of the mind struggling to balance 

its experience of contradictions. Diwà, the author proposes, is based on the principles of 

buhay (life) and bisà (inherited life force) with knowledge, language and body as the 

parameters of equilibrium. Thus, such re-definition of diwà enables a reframing of firmly held 

notions of these parameters, consequently providing the basis for a critical analysis of media, 

technology and the creative practices. 

 

The concept of aesthetic equilibrium 

 

 Just a few weeks ago, I was sitting on a rock in Sirpalesaari Island a few meters off the 

coast of the capital city of Helsinki in Finland. Blessed by the occasion of a warm 

Scandinavian summer, I thought of the impossibility of a similar experience – of the right to 

life and living spaces – in my own city in Metro Manila. As a young child, I was often told by 

my parents to inhale the smell of the sea whenever we passed along Manila Bay, because it 

was supposed to be good for one’s health. However, in the space and time between Manila 

Bay and Sirpalesaari Island, I know now that what I was inhaling was the smell of a dead sea. 

Indeed, Manila Bay is best experienced through the tourist postcard. What an indictment for a 

people with an ancient tradition of animism, I thought. 

 

Two years ago, I visited the ports along the Yangon River in Myanmar. There were a 

number of small boats each carrying at least a man and a woman together catching fish. 

Larger boats carried people to and fro across the river. Yangon was alive but life was hard; 

new bridges and ports were being built through forced labor. The environment – imagined and 

real – reminded me of another form of “forced labor”: poor children fishing for plastic 

containers in Pasig River in Metro Manila. Into the murky polluted water, children dived for 

plastic materials and such things that could be sold to recycling centers. The money earned 

from this form of labor would buy them a bit of food for the day. 
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I once had a conversation with a woman who owned a small island. She told me about 

the problem of poverty in her island where she employed farmers. She said the farmers had 

nothing to eat because they could not buy food. The money that they were earning was not 

even enough for their children’s education. 

 

Because of these reflections, which consist mainly of internalized and externalized 

responses to changes in my mental and physical environment, I was motivated to pursue 

personal research on how and why people organize their thoughts in relation to their sensed 

place; on how and why people’s thoughts and behaviors change (or not change) when either 

sensed place or physical place is changed.  

 

I wanted to know what structural relationships might exist between the reality of 

Manila Bay and its representation in a color tourist postcard. If the river or the sea was a 

source of life, then why are children fishing for dead objects in it for survival? How can 

farmers, who cultivate food from the land, have nothing to eat? 

 

 Underlying these questions, I believe, is the process of aesthetic equilibrium: the 

mind struggling to balance its experience of contradictions.  

 

In the Filipino (Tagalog-based) language, “equilibrium” translates to pagkakátugmâ, 

from the root word tugmâ meaning “assonant”, “rhyming”, or “in harmony.” In his fieldwork 

and studies on the notion of balance in nature, Filipino anthropologist F. Landa Jocano 

describes pagkakátugmâ as forming the basis of the existence of things, events and other 

phenomena in nature.1 To highlight the “ground view” of that pagkakátugmâ, I use the term 

“aesthetic”, bringing up the position of the aisthētēs, of “the one who perceives.” 

 

 According to the woman who owned an island, the farmers are starving because they 

had no money to buy food. I said if they were farmers then presumably they could grow their 

own food. But they need money, the woman told me, because they have to send their children 

to college. When I asked why would their children need to be “educated”, she said so they 

could lead a better life and not be like their parents. But, I asked, if there were no farmers then 

who will grow our food? 

 
                                                            
1 F. Landa Jocano, Filipino Worldview. Ethnography of Local Knowledge. (Quezon City: Punlad Research 

House, Inc., 2001), p. 25-28. 
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Usually, we refer to the process of aesthetic equilibrium as “making sense of things.” 

In the farmer’s dilemma described above, the process of “making sense of things” brought 

about a number of fundamental questions on our assumptions about food, education, better 

life and money. One should also ask, “what is farming” from the position of a number of 

aisthētēs in the discussion: the landowner, the farmer, the farmer’s children and myself. So, 

although the common ground was the greater possibility of survival, there exists a number of 

“aestheticizations” which can contradict each other. Which aesthetic position can best meet 

the possibility and sustainability of survival? How do we test these different aesthetic 

positions? 

 

Diwà as an ideology of the self 

Visiting a musician friend once, we talked about the role of Philippine folk music in 

the underground struggle after the imposition of Martial Law in 1972. In the discussions, my 

friend would often reply or explain things with a song, one of which was about a couple who 

both belonged to the Communist Party of the Philippines. The song, which somehow reflected 

his own personal experience, described the breakdown of the couple’s relationship that neither 

Marx nor Lenin nor Mao could resolve. The chorus (and conclusion) of the song was that 

love, not ideology, was important. 

  

The song made me think about the concepts “ideology” and “love.” But what about 

those people who define and understand love only from the scheme of ideology, I thought. 

How can an ideology – whether political, social or cultural – not be able to take in “love”?  

 

During the live news coverage of the Ultra Stadium stampede in Pasig City, I saw on 

television an elderly woman appealing to the viewing public for the safe recovery and return 

of her granddaughter. In the midst of her panic and confusion, she was able to describe the 

girl’s clothing and appearance, and added “pakibalik nyo na lang po sa akin yan, dahil 

karugtong po yan ng buhay ko” (please return that to me, because that is the continuation of 

my life). 

 

The few seconds that she spoke on television struck me on a number of vital levels. 

First was her vivid memory of her granddaughter’s clothing and appearance in spite of her 

apparent state of emotional panic and mental confusion (Her granddaughter was later found 
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and she looked exactly as described). Second was her use of the word “yan” instead of “sya” 

to refer to her granddaughter. “Yan” (from “iyan”) translates to the demonstrative pronoun 

“that” (which is near the person addressed), whereas “sya” (from “siya”) translates to the 

pronoun “he,” “she” or “it.” And third, was her use of the metaphor “karugtong ng buhay ko” 

(meaning “continuation” or “connection of my life”) to describe the non-physical 

characteristics of her granddaughter. 

 

These points reveal to me with clarity the ideology underlying this woman’s concept 

of “love.” It is an ideology that is congruent with the principles of buhay (life), and that aspect 

of life that is inherited, bisà (life force or biological endowment). Buhay and bisà establish the 

rules of this woman’s equilibrium, the balance between the inner world and the outer world, 

of the self within the universe. 

 

“Ideology” begins with the concept idea, meaning “the appearance of things.” Idea 

and logos (or “word”) evoke the capacity to articulate the internal representation of external 

things. This involves “making sense of things” not only in terms of internalization or 

introspection but also at the same time in terms of articulation or linguistic conscientiousness. 

The language used by the woman in search for her granddaughter declared her own internal 

logic of pag-ibig (love), of buhay and bisà, with such balance and precision that defied both 

their popular romantic conflations and their politically muddled meanings. 

 

So, my musician friend may have been right after all. Marx, Lenin, Mao or 

Jeffersonian ideologies can’t bring us any closer to much understanding until we have by 

ourselves developed the language through which our introspection of external things may be 

explored and expressed, until we have established the rules of our own aesthetic equilibrium. 

 

I believe that in the Filipino worldview, this aesthetic equilibrium is found in diwà. 

 

Refrraming diwà within aesthetic equilibrium 
 

According to Filipino anthropologist F. Landa Jocano, diwà represents the ideological 

dimension of the Filipino worldview, the rules governing the systematic ordering of ideas that 
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the Filipino – whether on a national, tribal or personal level – employs for a conscious 

meaningful purpose.2  

 

The word diwà translates roughly to “sense”, “meaning”, “substance”, “spirit”, “soul”, 

“vital principal” and “consciousness.” Diwà also relates to the Sanskrit word deva meaning 

“divine” or “a Hindu demigod.” The Filipino word diwata translates to “goddess”, “fairy” or 

“muse.” The ancient Tagalog word diwang refers to an old religious song honoring the spirits 

of dead ancestors. Diwang is now more commonly used to mean feasting, thanksgiving and 

celebration. 

 

The structure diwà, therefore, seems to have been bound together through generations 

of negotiations between logic and phenomena, between Brahmaloka and Devaloka, between 

earth and sky, to provide the framework of local knowledge. In other words, diwà underlies 

the process of “making sense of things” and the articulation of a body of internal codes by 

which the propriety of that process and its effects is measured – not only within the “real 

world” but also more importantly within the ineffable and unimaginable world. Once whole, 

diwà provides the basis through which imagined experience in actual situations may be tested; 

diwà establishes and tests the positions of the aisthētēs, of those who perceive. 

 

In an interview for a program celebrating the 20th anniversary of the EDSA People 

Power Revolution in the Philippines, human rights lawyer and former senator Rene Saguisag 

lamented the loss of the diwà of the Revolution. Asked what this diwà was, he replied: 

sacrifice.  

 

For Saguisag, who risked life and limb for “People Power”, this could be true. But 

diwà is not synonymous with such values as “sacrifice”, a value that exists within the 

normative rather than the ideological dimension. What Saguisag laments is the fact that he 

was still willing to sacrifice while others were not. In my view, the observation of such 

external behavior as “sacrifice” does not constitute internal diwà. 

 

If one is truly interested in exploring “the diwà of EDSA” then one should inquire into 

the tensions between one’s own constitutive rules of engagement with what one perceives as 

changes and appearances in Philippine society. Thus, the procedure is to step away from using 

                                                            
2 F. Landa Jocano, Filipino Worldview. Ethnography of Local Knowledge. (Quezon City: Punlad Research 

House, Inc., 2001), p. 161-192. 
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diwà as a representation of anything, in this case, “sacrifice,” and instead to enact diwà 

through a dialectic of its internal parameters. 

 

A crucial point of inquiry, for example, as far as the EDSA People Power phenomenon 

is concerned, is the religio-secular tensions that have never been given the kind of serious 

public discussion they deserve simply because the Catholic-led majority of elites, and even 

the mainstream media both local and international, assumed that sampalataya or faith (just as 

sacrifice) was the diwà of “People Power.” The perceived success and power of “People 

Power” has also never been publicly questioned outside of the terms of its parameters and 

assumed values because it has been elevated to the level of dogma. 

 

Why the rest of the population has not developed the language to question these 

dogmas, or to recognize and confront contradictions in socio-political life rather than turn 

simply to sampalataya, reveals the displacement of our own diwà. Tensions and 

contradictions, not dogma or faith, forge the indigenous cognitive system, the worldview 

system that underlies the very concept of cultures. As an instrument of equilibrium, diwà 

allows us to recognize the tensions between people's internal representations with the external 

world. Diwà allows us to see how language is replaced by slogans, how cultures degenerate 

into markets, how we have lost our balance. 

 

 

The principles and parameters of diwà 

 

Within the context of diwà, the principles of buhay (life) and bisà (inherited life force) 

are established through an equilibrium of three parameters: first is knowledge, which refers to 

a number of variables, namely, káluluwá (soul), pangingisip (cognition) and kamalayan 

(consciousness); second is body, which refers to both the physical body (katawan) and 

ginhawa or “breath”, “ease of life”; and third is language, which refers to wikà (internal-

external language) and pagsasagisag or “symbolization” (whether biological or socially 

constructed). 

 

When diwà is displaced, the values of these parameters are corrupted, through for 

example, the combined effects of social forces like education, religion, media, and economic 

and political systems.  
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In his discussion of ecological diversity and ethnic differentiation, Filipino 

anthropologist Jesus T. Peralta admits that the Philippines as a nation is emerging at the cost 

of the disappearance of individual ethnic boundaries because the parameters that led to the 

development of ethnic groups no longer exist, and have been replaced by new social factors: 

the national market system changed self-sustaining domestic economies; the national political 

structure infringed on traditional leadership forms; the western education system transcended 

ethnic boundaries and changed entire systems of ethnic knowledge, values, loyalties, 

perspectives; official emphasis on a national language degraded ethnic language; mass media 

bombarded communities with consumer-oriented tastes and “needs”; and western religion 

destroyed entire belief systems and indigenous values that bind members of a community.3 

 

When we analyze these new social factors and their combined effects, we must first be 

in the position of the aisthētēs who knows that the sources of the interruption of diwà are 

structural but no less impervious. This way, we shall see that diwà may still persist and has 

simply been obscured by consent without understanding. This “consent without 

understanding” is sometimes referred to as “culture” in the sense that development and 

differentiation in cultures takes place as a kind of normal course of things, for example, the 

migration of birds: 

 

“The extremities of the hardships to be endured, or the terrors or 

dangers to be confronted, do not enter into the national question of 

expansion at all [but rather] the outflow of national energy obeyed the laws 

implanted in the national organization as blindly and instinctively as do the 

swallows the laws of their migration.”4 

 

The quote above was published by American media way back in 1898 in an article 

about “The Philippines and Trade.” The article justified the American invasion of the 

Philippines and the logic of American economic growth in its territorial expansion. The “laws 

implanted in the national organization” by our people’s subjugation over a hundred years ago 

are still being obeyed today. 

 

                                                            
3 Jesus T. Peralta, Glimpses: Peoples of the Philippines. (Pasig City: Anvil Publishing, Inc., 2003. Originally 

published by the National Commission for Culture and the Arts, 2000), pp. 8-12. 
 

4 Quoting “The Freedom”, 5 November 1898, in Cracks in the Parchment Curtain and Other Essays in Philippine 
History, by William Henry Scott. (Quezon City: New Day Publishers, 1982), pp. 289-290. 
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For example, Peralta states “a particular culture defines which change is sociologically 

significant to a population and how this can operate within the limits of the ecological 

landscape.”5 This notion of culture, differentiation and development needs to be challenged, 

not only in the Philippines but globally as well. Because the reality is that what is 

“sociologically significant” has become determined by what is fundamentally a globalized 

social market system of influence and control over individual, tribal or national choices.  

 

Peralta also writes, “The parameters that led to the development of ethnic groups no 

longer exist, and have been replaced by new social factors.” Assuming that this is correct, 

such information is of no empowering or liberating significance unless we develop the 

internal-external language (the diwà) to ask why and how this has happened, and whether or 

not such developments are in congruence with buhay and bisà. Moreover, it is not true that 

“the parameters that led to the development of ethnic groups no longer exist”, but rather, the 

parameters of knowledge systems (and thus body and language systems) are actually being re-

defined by “new social factors.”  

 

It is now a question of whether or not these “new social factors” respect the principles 

of buhay and bisà. This is not merely a moral question but a question of equilibrium and 

survival. Furthermore, what we are yet to fully appreciate is that change operates both “within 

the limits of the ecological landscape” and the limits of the body’s own internal ecology. In 

other words, the evolution of the environment is the evolution of the species. 

 

The implications of this internal-external evolution can never be underestimated. If we 

return to the farmer’s dilemma in this context then we gain a very different understanding of 

the problem. I find an instance of this understanding in the words of the French activist José 

Bové: 

 

"And so, if we want young farmers to go on with farming, it's not 

the economic problem that is primary for us. The main issue is with the 

social movement here. People begin farming because they want to live in 

that area. It's the social issue which is the most important to them, instead 

                                                            
5 Ibid. 
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of knowing if they have enough income to live. It is interesting to see the 

dynamics in the rural area."6 

 

If the farmers and the woman landowner I spoke to are to remain convinced that they 

need money and education, then it is because of our detachment from diwà, or more precisely, 

the corruption of the values of its parameters. In Bové’s language, this would be a detachment 

from the concept of food sovereignty conditioned by the artificial divide of social and 

economic needs. But with a deeper realization of the (re-defined) economic system as an 

ecological-social force in itself (an internal-external evolution), then a balance can still be 

regained. 

 

Appreciating that change operates both within the limits of the ecological landscape 

and the limits of the body’s own internal ecology can be gleamed not only through an analysis 

of social issues as above but also, perhaps more significantly, through a physiology of our 

own internal representation of the environment. In neurological research, it is shown that: 

 

“If perturbation is permanently applied, the interval between pulses slowly 

increases until the sensor fires at a low frequency – called the resting state 

– which is independent of the intensity of the permanent perturbation. This 

phenomenon, “habituation”, is one example of computational economy in 

living organisms, for a property of the universe that does not change in 

space or time can safely be ignored. Air has no smell. It is the change of 

things to which an organism must be alerted.”7 

 

Although “habituation”, which presages the All-or-None Law8, may be said to apply 

only in an experimental single nerve fiber situation, the principle of computational economy 

in living organisms underlies a basic tenet of survival that is the ability to accurately anticipate 

environmental activity. I grew up in an environment where the smell of air full of particulate 

matter is a permanent perturbation. While it is true that I am largely unaware of such “a 

                                                            
6 José Bové, “Food Should Be Left Off the Free Trade Table”, YaleGlobal, transcript from a workshop at the 

Yale Center for the Study of Globalization (http://yaleglobal.yale.edu/display.article?id=5529) April 2005. 
 

7 Heinz von Foerster, “From Stimulus to Symbol: The Economy of Biological Computation” in Sign, Language, 
Symbol by Georgy Kepes (ed.), (New York: G. Braziller, 1966), p. 48. 
 

8 A neuron will fire at full power or not at all; a stimulus of minimum strength is necessary to initiate a nerve 
impulse, but an increase in stimulus strength above the minimum does not increase the strength of the 
impulse. 
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property of the universe” because of  “habituation”, I cannot say that such things can be 

“safely ignored.” Sensory modalities may fail in the question of survival where change is not 

so abrupt as to alert the organism. However, the significant implication of “habituation” is that 

sense organs translate stimuli into the universal language of electrical pulse activity; thus, 

invariants computed by the different senses may be compared on higher levels of neural 

activity.9 

 

We may therefore substitute the term “conditioning” to “habituation” and make more 

evident how individual, tribal or national organization could become implanted with the most 

self-destructive laws to be obeyed “as blindly and instinctively as do the swallows the laws of 

their migration.” At least the swallows migrate for purposes of instinctive survival. The same 

cannot be said of humans. In fact, only humans are in need of salvation: 

 

“The final goal of life was thus to conquer the sensible world and to get out 

of the condition of sin. God was considered to be a sovereign king situated 

at the top of an endless hierarchy. Man, held by the fear of death and sin, 

had put all his hope in eternal life.”10 

 

 

Learning and thinking, those processes often celebrated as being the exclusive domain 

of humans, have their perils. Yet somehow the impact of environmental events and objects 

such as media and technology on thinking is often underestimated. Insofar as our 

understanding of the complex dialectic of the organism and the environment – the internal and 

the external – is limited within the universe of two worlds, then our capacity to grow and 

diversify intellectually and biologically will continue to be determined by forces opposed to 

the principles of buhay and bisà. The farmer’s dilemma will remain, consisting of choices 

between food and money, between farm labor and education, between body and mind; choices 

created for purposes of exploitation. 

 

 

Diwà and the problems of ontological holism and dualism 

 
                                                            
9 Heinz von Foerster, p. 54. 

 
10 Egon Sendler, S.J., The Icon: Image of the Invisible. (California: Oakwood Publications, 1988. Originally 

published in French under the title “L’Icone: Image de l’Invisible” by Editions Desclee De Brouwer, Paris, 
1981), p. 57-58. 
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In his discussion of the babaylán11 in Philippine history and within the context of a 

Filipino psychology, the Filipino historian and leader of the Pantayong Pananaw (“from-us-

to-us perspective”) movement in the social sciences, Zeus A. Salazar presents a significant 

but, in my view, incomplete, concept of pagkatao (a term which translates to “personality” 

encompassing concepts of “self” and “being.”)12 He writes: “Sa teoryang ito, ang tao ay may 

katawan (aspetong panlabas o “katauhan” ng tao) na kinapapalooban ng kaluluwa at 
ginhawa. Ang pagkakaugnay nitong dalawa sa loob ng tao habang nabubuhay ang siyang 

“pagkatao” niya.” (In this theory, man has a body (the external aspect or “personality” of 

man) containing soul and spirit. The connection between these two inside man while he is 

alive comprise his “personality.”) 

 

In this model, kaluluwa becomes anito (spirit of the ancestor) when the body dies, 

whereas ginhawa dissipates with the expiration of the body. Bodily death is said to take place 

when kaluluwa is disconnected from ginhawa for a certain period of time. Thus, the body 

expresses the non-dualistic paradigm of body, soul and spirit. 

 

However, the problem with this concept of pagkatao is that its connections with 

kaluluwa and ginhawa are formulated through cultural objects and events collected and 

observed in the process of anthropological, sociological, semantic and related field methods. 

Part of Filipino cultural anthropologist Leonardo N. Mercado’s criticism of Salazar is based 

on its structural binaries: 

 

“Since most of the researches on kalooban have been done on Tagalog, the 

researches have used this special element of loob. Thus Salazar in his study 

uses structuralism as a methodology now uses binary opposition like `hina' 

vs. `lakas', `lambot' vs. `tigas', `bigat' vs. `gaan', `sama' vs. `buti.' Naturally 

the opposite of loob is `labas' (outside). In the binary opposition of 

structuralism, things are considered as either-or… But the Filipino does not 

                                                            
11 Babaylan: A Tagalog term used to refer to spirit mediums with cognates prevailing among the dialects of the 

Philippine languages and among a limited number of dialects in Indonesia. The socio-political functions of 
the Babaylan have been lost since the Philippines’ “flag independence” from the US in 1946. In recent 
years, however, the term Babaylan has become closely associated with women, now becoming a pan-
Filipino term in the socio-cultural context symbolically associated with the artists praising a new feminism. 
(From Y. Yamamoto, “On the Meanings of Babaylan in Historical Perspective”, essays from the exhibition 
Sino Ka? Ano Ka?, September 20-October 21, 1998 at the Art Department Gallery, San Francisco State 
University. URL http://www.sfsu.edu/~gallery/babaylan/Pages/miko.html, access date 04 Aug 2005. 

 
12 Zeus A. Salazar, Ang Babaylan sa Kasaysayan ng Pilipinas. Bagong Kasaysayan, Mga Pag-aaral sa 

Kasaysayan ng Pilipinas. Volume 4. (Quezon City: Palimbagan ng Lahi, 1999), pp. 15-17.  
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think in either-or categories. His is both/and in his spirit of harmony. We 

said that since loob (and buot, as well as nakem) has a holistic concept of 

the body, there is no dichotomy between the inside and the outside of the 

person.”13 

 

This criticism, however, is still incomplete. The focus on human interactions and the 

affective significance that humans bear upon the world as the object of studies in kaluluwa, 

ginhawa and katawan are not by themselves constitutive of the structure of being. The 

drawing of direct relationships between actions and experiences from which “mind” and 

“body” dispositions are concluded are actually trivial and cannot lay down the structure of 

thinking, learning and behavior. It would be anomalous to account for the external, through 

interviews, observation of behavior and surveys without establishing first the internal through 

a rigorous formulation of knowledge systems. Thus, the concepts of “loob”, “buot” or 

“nakem” cannot be privileged to account for the claim that “the Filipino does not think in 

either-or categories.” 

 

What is needed, I believe – and this is implied by Peralta’s definition of language, as 

the medium by which concepts are internalized and externalized14 – is the articulation of 

knowledge/environment systems. By language and articulation, I do not mean a semantic or 

representational sense such as that upon which Mercado’s proposal is based (i.e. “we 

recommend that the counterparts of loob in other Philippine languages be studied in order to 

have a true Filipino view .”15) What I mean by language and articulation has basis on the 

principles of buhay and bisà, on the very basic tenet of survival shared by all living organisms 

through the universal language of electrical pulse activity: the process of anticipating 

environmental actions with precision, the process of bio-ecological computation, the process 

of aesthetic equilibrium. 

 

Part of the agenda of diwà is to allow transcendence in current intellections on 

philosophy that have been largely confined to “the manifestations of the values of the people 
                                                            
13 Leonardo N. Mercado, The Filipino Mind, Philippine Philosophical Studies II, Cultural Heritage and 

Contemporary Change Series III, Asia, Vol. 8. (Washington, D.C.:Council for Research in Values and 
Philosophy, 1994) Online: http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/book/lookupid?key=olbp23599. 
 

14 Jesus T. Peralta, Glimpses: Peoples of the Philippines. (Pasig City: Anvil Publishing, Inc., 2003. Originally 
published by the National Commission for Culture and the Arts, 2000), p. 10. 
 

15 Leonardo N. Mercado, The Filipino Mind, Philippine Philosophical Studies II, Cultural Heritage and 
Contemporary Change Series III, Asia, Vol. 8. (Washington, D.C.:Council for Research in Values and 
Philosophy, 1994) Online: http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/book/lookupid?key=olbp23599. 
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in language, actions and customs.”16 We also need to transcend the limits set by the problems 

of ontological holism and dualism that has shaped our lives into either an unjust struggle for 

survival or a meaningless life of consumerism. The completeness of Salazar’s theory of 

pagkatao – as our own capacity to achieve balance – is visible once we surpass the surfaces of 

manifestations and values, and inquire into a structure composed of principles and their 

parameters. When parameters are established, values can be assigned and their shifts can be 

accounted for on the basis of connection and relationship rules. Hence, imbalance and 

corruptions become visible, and aesthetic equilibrium can be achieved. 

 

However, in our current media polluted environment and a life based on the global 

cash economy, the transcendence of firmly held beliefs is no longer easy even if such 

transcendence is crucial to our own survival.  In a world where we have been increasingly 

conditioned to respond to artificial symbols as surrogate for biological signs, like the gradual 

and unnoticeable increase in particulate matter in the air or the bombardment of a mainstream 

media that has become firmly embedded in the market system, we are no longer easily alerted 

to those stimuli that oppose buhay and bisà. While in Finland, I learned that the shallow 

waters of the Baltic are in danger now more than ever of industrial waste and pollution. It 

seems that everywhere in the world, markets have largely shape our environment and our 

expressions 

 

But, as they say in Filipino, “habang may buhay, may pag-asa” (while there is life, 

there is hope). If we look at language once again as completing the dialectic of knowledge and 

body in diwà, then it becomes clear that “the enormous advantage of organisms that are able 

to manipulate symbols over those who can only react to signs is that all logical operations 

have not to be acted out, they can be computed.”17 That is, those organisms capable of 

articulation, of computation, of pagsasadiwà, are those most capable of aesthetic equilibrium 

and survival. 

 

 

Diwà and the creative practices 

 

                                                            
16 Description of Leonardo N. Mercado’s “The Filipino Mind” on the Council for Research in Values and 

Philosophy website. Online: http://www.crvp.org/pubs.htm#series3. 
 

17 Heinz von Foerster, “From Stimulus to Symbol: The Economy of Biological Computation” in Sign, Language, 
Symbol by Georgy Kepes (ed.), (New York: G. Braziller, 1966), p. 60. 
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At this point, I would like to expound upon that operational aspect of diwà, 

pagsasadiwà or “articulation”, as a crucial cognitive-linguistic facility in art and the creative 

practices. 

 

In the process of articulation, as in diwà, the role of precision, logic, and grammar is 

crucial. In language or speech, whether mechanical, vocal or other, the rules of division into 

syllables or words characterize “articulation.” This makes it possible to distinguish articulate 

sounds from other sounds. “Articulation” entails “pagsasatinig” (to give voice to), 

“pagpapahayag” (to give discourse or declaration), thus, a “pagsasadiwà”(the diwà – essence, 

consciousness, the rules of balance in its externalized form). Together, “diwà” and 

“articulation” suggests a process that goes beyond romantic “expression.” In the arts and 

creative practices, this enlarges the creative universe or  “sansinukob ng kalinangan at 

paglikha”, where sense and meaning (diwà’t kahulugán) flow into each other. 

 

Diwà assumes a structure upon which meaning is created, rather than simply being a 

representation through which meaning is expressed. Thus, one can also say that pagsasadiwà 

entails a regard for the creative process as transcending the limits of representation and 

expression as it positions the artist outside the universe of two worlds, outside the traps of 

ontological dualism. 

 

The (neglected) British aesthetic philosopher R.G. Collingwood claimed humanity to 

be a finite being and that the artist is not a self-contained and self-sufficient creative power.18 

Although this is true as shown by the limits of our neurological functions, unless severely 

subjugated by “habitation” into the registers of evolution, I am of the opinion that our facility 

for pagsasadiwà entails infinite exercise of finite power. I believe Collingwood’s “hands-on 

philosophy” in fact demanded of this in his ardent belief that the task of philosophy is to see. 

Here, he posed a very urgent challenge to artists, an ethical burden upon aesthetics, that the 

artist 

 

“must prophesy not in the sense that he foretells things to come, but in the 

sense that he tells his audience, at the risk of their displeasure, the secrets 

of their own hearts… The reason why they need him is that no community 

altogether knows its own heart; and by failing in this knowledge a 

                                                            
18 Aaron Ridley, R.G. Collingwood, A Philosophy of Art, (London: Phoenix, 1998), p. 44. 
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community deceives itself on the one subject concerning which ignorance 

means death… Art is the community’s medicine for the worst disease of 

the mind, the corruption of consciousness.”19 

 

 In his analysis of Collingwood’s philosophy of art, professor of art and music 

philosophy Aaron Ridley explains “the consciousness is corrupt whenever it seeks to 

discharge its service to self-knowledge through technical means. It is corrupt, for instance, 

when it misunderstands the medium through which its work is to be done as a mere vehicle 

for the thought or feeling it is attempting to clarify.”20 

 

 Here, the romantic conflations of “expression” is dismantled by the precise and 

demanding process of “conversion”, that is, because the exploration of one’s feelings and 

thoughts in art is necessarily mediated, art must therefore consist in the exploration of the 

medium in which the conversion is to be attempted.21 Just as I have expounded with diwà as 

an aesthetic equilibrium based on life, the creative act is a process of balance against 

corruption and extinction. This is more than just the artist learning more about paint in 

painting, or discovering more about video in video art and such things, because in 

pagsasadiwà, the artist’s medium is a cognitive-linguistic medium – it completes the 

dialectics of knowledge and body, of kaluluwa and ginhawa. 

 

Interestingly, the history of the babaylán – the spirit medium – of Philippine society 

parallels this ethic of aesthetics, the need of a philosophy, and the process of aesthetic 

equilibrium. However, the babaylán has been dispossessed of this role, just as artists and 

members of a community have surrendered their powers of diwà to the institutions of media, 

business, education, politics and religion. At the moment, because of “habitation”, we are only 

capable of reflexively repeating the propaganda of these institutions. Current celebrations of 

“new media” as technologies of liberation and empowerment may thus be gross and fatal 

miscomputations. We must remember the ethical burden of aesthetics, we must first re-

acquire our sensitivity to “pulses.” 

 

In Philippine folk medicine, one of the techniques of diagnosis is palpitation or pulse 

taking or what is locally known as pulso. The pulso is considered the outer manifestation of 
                                                            
19 Ibid, p. 3. 

 
20 Ibid. p. 36 

 
21 Ibid. 
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the inner equilibrium in the human body, connoting the idea of an "inner space." The terms of 

this "inner space" are frequency, regularity and amplitude, with each having their hot-cold 

qualities. The conditions of major organs of the body are "read" through pulses on the radial 

artery at the wrist. The arteries radiate to the fingers, each finger indicating different types of 

pulse beats in relation to the major organs of the body.22  

 

In pulse taking, the element of environmental time (or space-time) is also very 

important. At night, the pulse is slower because the influence of the moon is stronger - much 

like the tide of the sea. In the daytime, solar energy is stronger and the pulse is faster and 

stronger. At dawn, the sun-moon influences are in a dynamic state of equilibrium, and 

therefore dawn is considered the best time for pulse reading. There is also a close relationship 

between pulses and the seasons: the seasonal conditions of alangaang-papawirin (the 

changing pressure in the upper and lower atmosphere) reflect specific pathological effects. 

These changes, which are caused by the movement of cold (amihan or north wind) and warm 

(timog or south wind) metereological fronts, and diurnal and nocturnal wind oscillations 

within a 24-hour time span, must be known by the careful practitioner of pulso. 

 

Pulso is a very complex and rigorous method of diagnosis taking one year to study and 

over 10 years to master. It is very precise, comprising a computation method that can predict 

pregnancy, predict a person's lifespan, predict the number of days a person with a terminal 

illness will live, the overall health of a person and the condition of individual organs, as well 

as spirit possessions. It is important to note – with reference to creative practice – that pulse 

taking is actually not only diagnostic but also predictive. Palpitating the pulses serve as a 

method of divination; it is used, for example, in determining the future of business 

transactions, travel, family life and relationships. 

 

Determining the pulse of the environment is likewise crucial to survival in general - it 

establishes rules relating to medicine, agriculture, engineering and travel. With panahón or a 

time-space continuum, the environment becomes "computable", where its pulses may be 

likened to vectors or points in a given dimension. Survival rules are codified for the security 

of the life force of future generations. 

 

                                                            
22 F. Landa Jocano, Folk Medicine in a Philippine Municipality. (Quezon City: Punlad Publishing House, 2003). 

pp. 134-146. 
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In the creative process, the artist engages in a technique congruent with pulso. Like 

mastery of pulse taking, it takes much time and experience for the artist to develop a very high 

sensitivity to medium, self and environment. The artist has to listen carefully, to the 

frequency, regularity and amplitude of the pulses, that is, to the inner structures. 

 

A farmer who tills the soil because he or she has decided to live in that place has 

intimate knowledge of the soil, the seed and the seasons. This knowledge is crucial to the 

farmer’s survival, and it is a knowledge that is passed on to future generations of farmers. But 

in the denial of life and life force from farm labor, the farmer is forced to see the soil and the 

seed as mere means to an economic end, as temporal and dispensable mediums. 

 

I had a discussion once with a cab driver who, being a native of Manila, talked about 

the internal migration of people from the countryside into his city. I asked why people were 

moving into Manila even though they knew there would be no source of livelihood for them 

there. He said the lights attracted people. I asked if he would want to go to the countryside 

when he retires. He said he tried it before but he could never survive because he was no 

farmer and all his efforts at agriculture failed. I asked him about the old women begging in the 

streets who I have not seen before. Oh, he said, they are Badjao people from Mindanao, and 

the city mayor will soon send them back to where they came from. I asked what they were 

doing here since I assumed they were not simply attracted by lights. He said they were fleeing 

from the RP-US “war against terror” in Mindanao. One often sees images of the Badjaos in 

beautiful tourist postcards and television programs, never as old women begging in the streets 

of Manila.  

 

The following day the women were gone. Soon Mindanao will become globally 

known for images of cosmopolitan cities, exotic resorts and international festivals. Articulate 

American ex-pats and their local companions will be Internet blogging from the islands of its 

rich diversity and progressive business climate. Mindanao will become “prosperous” after the 

life and culture of the indigenous people, those who sprung from the earth, have been 

destroyed. 

 

But I must admit that I have no easy answers or solutions to the Philippine or the 

global problem. Until my own pagsasadiwà is established, I have also postponed the luxury of 

“new media art.” Diwà is not concerned with employing “new media” or “new technologies” 

for conceived ends.  
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Diwà rather challenges the artist to recover a universe where aesthetic structures are 

made comprehensible, where the various positions of the aisthētēs may be made visible and 

can be compared with each other, where – as in both divination and biological computation – 

various logics can be simulated, computed and tested. If art is self-knowledge, then it should 

allow us to inquire within ourselves, re-visit our aesthetic equilibrium of knowledge, language 

and body, and – as much as the pain of the world is the pain within us – confront that pain 

from within and test it against buhay and bisà. 

 

Thus, the challenge of diwà for me is the re-thinking of everything that I have been 

taught about the world, because the world speaks to me of a very different reality. We are 

taught, for instance, in visual art that images produce knowledge. I think that this might be a 

gross misuse of our bisà, our biological endowment. However, this seems to be exactly what 

is happening in our highly mediated environment, and this is what accounts for the miserable 

lack of knowledge and participation in a society full of slogans, billboards and moving 

images. The challenge of diwà is to stop and then to think more carefully how we might 

regain a balance more closely in congruence with the principles of buhay and bisà. 
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