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Introduction

My thesis work offers an alternative place of learning and an in-between space -
part-school, part-garden, and part domestic sphere - that allows for the dialogic recovery and
sharing of knowledge. Over the past two years spent learning and working within the
llokano-speaking community of O'ahu, several questions emerged from my experiences: What
are the methods of maintaining connection to cultural practices and land-based knowledge in
diasporic llokano culture? Which land-based practices can be engaged to foster the
intergenerational transmission and perpetuation of knowledge and culture? Where does/can this
transmission occur? Using these inquiries as a guide, | have conceived my project to be a place
of rest and rejuvenation, learning and unlearning. By fusing the methodology of
auto-ethnography with participatory art practice, | choose to center my personal experience in
reclaiming the llokano language while also inviting the viewer into socially-engaged interactions.

| begin at the site of self and the history of my family as migrant, diasporic people and
how we are positioned in overlapping histories of resistance to American imperialism and white
supremacy. By incorporating aesthetic explorations of this journey via photography, fibers,
weaving, and print, my MFA exhibition, Pag+mul+mula+an, aims to bring to light some of the
more insidious obstacles faced by diasporic populations in Hawai'i. | hope to collectively
generate tools for continued resistance and coalition-building in the face of historical racism,
assimilation and cultural erasure.

Drawing on notions of aesthetic hybridity based in borderlands theory, this space is an
amalgamation of personal memory, stereotype, and natural materials. Viewers lounge on
patchwork cushions made of traditional handwoven fabrics mismatched with vintage floral
textiles while watching a film about traditional cultures of the Cordillera. Large weavings of
scavenged plant material provide a backdrop for a plant-medicine workshop. Historical images
of American-style classrooms in the Philippines remind us of the legacy of institutional education
on our minds and bodies, while a self-published book of writings by participating artists and
educators allows the audience to take away some of the thinking influencing the project. Great
care is given not only to the construction of the space itself, but also the social interactions
necessary for the work to come together as a whole - elements are borrowed, collectively
created, and collaboratively engaged. The entire exhibition is an attempt to put into practice the
most essential focus of my learnings: how collective living can work in unison with the natural

world.



Kitchen Language as Guidepost

While learning llokano language within the University of Hawai'i llokano Language and
Literature Program, in people’s backyards, at the Filipino Community Center, or around my
family’s kitchen table, | notice the central position that food and the preparation of meals takes
in our everyday interactions. This often comes in the form of processing fruits or vegetables that
are grown in at-home gardens and brought to a gathering to trade or share with others. llokano
cooking traditionally consists of vegetable dishes with fish and rice. In the simple peeling of a
swa or jabong, or the separating of leaves from a stem for a stew, language and knowledge are
exchanged, often across generations. In Hana O’Regan’s essay, “The Fate of the Customary
Language: Te Reo Maori 1900 to the Present”, she notes the importance of “kitchen language”
for the regeneration of the Maori language, which reached the brink of extinction after
settler-imposed restrictions on language use, conversion, and imposition of English literacy in
schools (Keenan 2012, 321). While llokano is not an endangered language, it is becoming
less-practiced at home with parents switching to Tagalog or English as the dominant languages
of the educational systems both in the Philippines and in the diaspora. If the heritage language
loses its footing in the home, the intergenerational transmission of cultural knowledge and the

philosophical thought contained within the language are severed.

Problematizing “Community” & the “Filipino”

While | refer to the llokano-speaking or Filipino community in my work, | also want to
problematize both the concept of “community” as well as “Filipino” as identity and political
categories. Relational artists often work within the boundaries of groups defined by space,
ethnicity, class, or other categories of identification that may be imposed or self-selected.
Miranda Joseph, in her Against the Romance of Community, posits that these exclusive
groupings are actually “economic units” co-opted by capitalism in which “the bonding produced
by particular values serves the abstract needs of the circulation of capital” (Joseph 2002).
Place-based works such as Theaster Gates’ Rebuild Foundation, reclaiming abandoned
properties in Chicago, or Rick Lowe’s Project Row Houses, converting housing projects into
artist studios in Houston, expose “community” as both a way to draw lines that divide or include,

but also serving as a means to connect people into networks of engaged citizens across



traditional lines of identity. Grant Kester, who writes extensively on relational art practice,
reminds us of the power of a “politically coherent community” which can be used successfully as
“an organizing principle for resistance and political identity in struggles against the increasingly
sophisticated synchrony of global capital” (Kester 2002).

In Hawai'i, the Filipino community has drawn successfully upon its relative unity in order
to make strategic political moves, from labor organizing for better conditions and wages to
mobilizing in local elections. But historical tensions between ethnic groups, such as the llokanos
and Visayans, continue to be a source of division, particularly amongst older generations. In his
book Building Filipino Hawai'i, Rod Labrador, professor of Ethnic Studies at UH Manoa, sees
“Filipino” identity as “an internally and externally contested reality, in which multiple definitions
coexist and often challenge one another” (Labrador 2015, 133). Inherent within this
unpredictability of identity is an element of resistance to categorization. “Motility embodies the
shifting, relational, relative, situational, and negotiated reality of identities, suggesting that
“Filipino” is not unitary and monolithic but instead involves a contested terrain of coexisting and
often competing definitions, interpretations, and boundaries” (Labrador 2015, 133). Labrador
goes on to emphasize the importance of transnational coalition building and engagement with
indigeneity, citing scholars such as Dean Saranilio and Epifanio San Juan Jr., both of whom
denounce the erasure of Native Hawaiians and their culture which “multiculturalism” and “racial
paradise” mythologies enable. By ignoring the question of indigeneity, even if we do not identify
as being indigenous but rather diasporic, migrant, or refugee, we then become complicit in the
historic oppression of indigenous peoples. “To engage indigeneity is to confront the operations
of U.S. empire and race,” claims Labrador, “as well as our sense of self and place, while
working toward social justice and paving paths to our collective liberation” (Labrador 2015, 136).
This emphasis on “self and place” is where | find myself situated as an artist of llokano descent

working “in community” in Hawai'i around the sticky questions of identity and belonging.

Nagbabaetan, Nepantla, and Aesthetics of the In-Between

My thesis project Pag+mul+mula+an takes a hybrid domestic/garden/classroom form, an
in-between zone that speaks to the multi-dimensionality required to give aesthetic form to the
process of reclaiming cultural practice. The following concepts of cultural hybridity emerge from
borderlands aesthetics that inform some of the material, spatial and aesthetic choices | have

made for the exhibition. Gloria Anzaldua’s conceptual framework of borderlands identity or



mestizaje is encapsulated in her use of the Nahuatl word nepantla, which she uses to
contextualize a space that is “ni de aqui ni de alla”, not from here nor there:

“Nepantla is the threshold of transformation...that uncertain terrain one crosses when

moving from one place to another; when changing from one class, race, or sexual

position to another; when traveling from the present identity into a new
identity...Nepantla is the place where at once we are detached (separated) and attached

(connected) to each of our several cultures....the midway point between the conscious

and the unconscious, the place where transformations are enacted...a place where we

can accept contradiction and paradox.” (Anzaldua 2015, 55-56)

Agcaoili suggests the word nagbabaetan, an llokano equivalent to nepantla, which indicates a
sense of liminality or in-betweenness (Agacoili 2019). The use of the prefex nag+ and
reduplication of the root word, baet, meaning “in-between”, suggests a state of being, rather
than a concrete location, a philosophy of becoming and transition rather than of static existence.
It is from within this state of in-betweenness and desire to “make do” with materials that are
available, from both a practical and political standpoint, that aesthetic hybridity also takes a
central role in the installation.

Along with nepantla, rasquatschismo is an aesthetic sensibility that emerges from
Chican@ culture and mestizaje coined by Dr. Tomas Ybarra-Frausto (Rosales 2014, 219). It is
a “making do with what you have,” using the “little bits and pieces” of what is available from the
Spanish descriptor rasquache, which refers to a certain sensibility or aesthetic code that comes
from bi-cultural or border consciousness. Amalia Mesa-Bain’s concept of domesticana, “the
simultaneous use of domestic aesthetics to critique the relegation of women to the domestic
sphere,” arises from a rasquache vision with a critical feminist analysis. Mesa-Bains, in her
home-altar installations, particularly focuses on the reclamation of domestic interiors as a way of
demonstrating the power of the woman’s realm (Mesa-Bains 1999). Marci McMahon writes:
“While domesticana aesthetics might appear to feign complicity with dominant structures and
values, they ultimately transgress and reposition these values by calling attention to the
institutions that shape them” (McMahon 2013, 214). By incorporating women’s work of weaving
and sewing into the space, | create a “domestipina” adaptation of this concept that also employs
domestic labor as a tool of feminist critique.

While these particular concepts emerge from the Chican@ experience, a similar
aesthetic sensibility based on the availability of materials and combination of them can be seen
in Filipino art as well, although it is impossible to generalize what “Filipino art” is or looks like

considering the diversity of the place and experience. Kintanar-Alburo cites various scholars of



Filipino aesthetics in their attempts to approach a definition or stylistic elements
(Kintanar-Alburo 2013, 125-127). Rodrigo Perez Il states: "For all its apparent inconsistencies,
its careless, composite, hybrid nature, its unabashed receptivity to change, Filipino taste can be
summed up in one word: ‘Baroque’” (Kintanar-Alburo 2013, 126). She summarizes art critic
Alice Guillermo’s characteristics of Filipino artists as: “tends to cover an entire surface with
design motifs; chooses curvilinear line and shape, which is expressive of the lush environment,
an emotional spontaneity, and an outgoing orientation in the Filipino; and prefers bright and
vivid colors, which express a certain vitality of life and a warm and romantic temperament”
(Kintanar-Alburo 2013, 127). And she notes Felipe de Leon Jr.’'s emphasis on the collectivity of
art-making, the impossibility of separating “art” from “life”, as well as the emphasis on process
rather than a “finished product” (Kintanar-Alburo 2013, 126).

Rather than attempting to represent the impossible task of depicting an “authentic”
llokano or Filipino or Filipino-American aesthetic, | choose to incorporate traditional materials in
combination with elements from my personal experience, that is, with what is available in my
immediate environment and through my peer networks. The aesthetics of the space are also
representative of my learning process trying to understand something unfamiliar, which is the
majority of the process of reclaiming culture: existing in the in-between space of
not-really-knowing, a state of nagbabaetan or nepantla. The work in my space is not one of a
“‘master” guided by the hands of an older generation, but rather that of a self-taught artist
navigating the difficult task of drawing something out from cultural memory, photograph, and
swatch. In the following sections | describe the visual elements of Pag+mul+mula+an and the

conceptual frameworks behind their construction.

Weaving Fragments

Throughout the exhibition, as a strategic solution to the erosion of language use in the
home, | utilize plants and language as metaphorical guideposts to orient viewers to the
philosophical nuance and everyday practices embedded in llokano culture. Can cultural learning
and knowledge production happen within an educational institution, yet outside the confines of a
classroom? The title of the exhibition is an llokano grammatical construction of a locative noun,
with the prefix pag+ and ending +an indicating a location, with the root word mula meaning
“plant”, and the reduplication of that word “mul-mula” an indication of abundance or multiplicity.

Pagmulmulaan therefore, would signify “the place of plants”, or “the place of planting”, an



active alternative to the hispanicized “jardin” or “hardin” that is more typically used in everyday
conversation. By utilizing a locative grammatical construction in its deconstructed form, | am
simultaneously referencing the linguistic writings of my mentor, Dr. Aurelio Agcaoili, llokano
grammar expert, as well as rooting conceptually into the various spaces where the work exists,
which can all be designated as pagmulmulaan. The fractured-yet-cohesive word also lends
itself conceptually to the sense of many pieces coming together or being re-assembled from
fragments to form a space where plants-as-metaphor for knowledge, relationships, and creation,
can exist and thrive.

Entering into the gallery, visitors and participants encounter a stage-like area flanked on
the left side by large windows facing the mauka breezeway (See Figure 1). Because these
windows are commonly walled-off, opening them up creates an alternate experience of the
gallery both for passersby and visitors, forging a visual connection between the inner and outer
spaces. By allowing for visibility outward into the bamboo garden, as well as into the gallery
space from the breezeway, | create a more visually porous setting. The 16’ x 18’ area in front of
the windows is covered with overlapping pandanus mats. The pandanus weaving, known in
Hawai'i as lauhala, is also common in the Philippines where mats are known as banig. The
mats are a combination of Hawaiian lauhala and borrowed or used banig from the Philippines.
The use of this particular mat in this context intentionally situates the space in relation to the

visual culture of the Pacific and is also a cue for the removal of shoes before entering the space.

Figure 1.

View of the
installation from
the gallery
entrance, including
woven coconut
leaf curtains,
borrowed banig
floormats, lashed
bamboo bench,
stools and pillows
made from llokano
inabel fabric and
vintage textiles.
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An array of throw pillows and stools are arranged in a circle across the mats. In
interviews with llokano professors and students, in which | inquired about their ideal classroom
setup, everyone preferred a space not with chairs and desks, but rather with floor-seating and
large pillows in the round. Each piece is constructed from inabel, a hand-woven cotton cloth
made by weavers in the llocos with traditional geometric woven structures. While traveling in the
Philippines, | purchased inabel from weavers and weaving collectives while documenting the
vocabulary related to the weaving process with fellow llokano students from Mariano Marcos
State University. The inabel is combined with bright vintage, synthetic floral fabrics, a reference
to the materials my mother and grandmother would use to sew their own clothes and
housewares, as well as to the pervasive stereotype, particularly in Hawai'i, of Filipinos being
flashy, gaudy, or using “over the top”
combinations of print (also a characteristic of
rasquache, See Figure 2). By intentionally
embracing this stereotype, | challenge viewers to
consider the implications of “ugly” or “loud” as
directly referential to a stereotypical
“Filipino-ness”. The combination of handwoven
cloth with retro industrial textiles also juxtaposes
the material evidence of the contemporary
weavers’ struggle to maintain and adapt
ancestral traditions of women’s work and
domestic labor, with the very materials that are
part of a lineage of imported fabrics that have led
to the decline of hand-woven materials and the
cultural practices surrounding them. These
particular works function individually as cushions

as well as a whole group set, a circular center

where each workshop, gathering, or
conversation begins and ends.

Figure 2. Pillows made from inabel & vintage textiles

11



Suspended behind the matted area and perpendicular to the windows are two large
woven structures constructed from coconut leaf harvested from trees on the University campus
(See Figure 3). These woven structures (12’ h x 77 w each) create a backdrop for the interactive
workshop space. Again | choose to reuse found materials and forage for natural materials as
part of the strategy of “making do” and an embodiment of the llokano word often used as a
source of pride: nasalimetmet, or frugality. The use of the weavings as a curtain allows for the

delineation of space that is not as confining as a wall, allows sound and light to travel through,

and also is a reference to the stage.

Figure 3. One of two suspended
coconut leaf curtains.

The reference to scenes and staging also comes from the theatrical backgrounds of the
founders of the llokano language program who incorporated performance and theater into their

curricula when the program was founded in 1972. Cinema and the Performing Arts still hold a

12



central role in current programming, and as a student in the llokano program, | too am required
to write and perform on-stage and on-screen, speaking and singing llokano alongside fellow
students. We perform our llokano-ness to each other as a way of maintaining the oral and
performative traditions of storytelling and cultural practice. The performance of an educational
space also harkens back to the various World’s Fairs at the turn of the century, particularly the
1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, where groups of Igorot peoples were forced to perform their
native-ness for American and European audiences to demonstrate the effectiveness of the
American civilizing and assimilationist educational programs (See Figure 4). This included,
specifically, a school scenario where Igorot “students” in malong or traditional loincloths are
seen sitting at desks in rows with an audience of white Americans in the background (see
Classroom Walls section for discussion of these photographs). While these performances seem
different from each other in their motivations, they are both symptomatic of the Western gaze
which has consistently objectified and othered the Filipino. By intentionally adopting a theatrical
scenario, | recognize these personal and historical performances of Filipino-ness and invite the

audience to cross beyond those and step into the space as participants in an alternative

performance of identity and belonging.

Figure 4.

Fairgoers visiting the
Philippine Reservation
Model School, 1904,
Missouri Historical
Society
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Weaving and textiles are central to this work because they provide a direct link to
ancestral knowledge of plant materials as well as the prime historical, cultural, and economic
significance of women’s work in pre-colonial Philippine society. By integrating llokano woven
structures and patterns into the design of the room, specifically as fabric for seating and as a
hanging backdrop to the space, | intentionally designate the space as a place of transition. In
keeping with the practice of many Amianan (northern Philippine) peoples, including the
indigenous peoples of the Cordillera mountain range, textile also has value as a locative marker,
with suspended or hanging fabric indicating a celebration or ceremony and textiles being utilized
in the most sacred rituals of death and transition between worlds. The oldest surviving woven
material found within the Philippines is actually a fragment of an ikat death shroud found at a
burial site. These materials, while more recognizable to an older generation who may have
grown up with a loom in their house, might not be readily identifiable by diasporic youth who
may not have been exposed to these patterns or practices. Many of the students in my llokano
classes are unaware of the long-standing weaving traditions of their own hometowns. While the
history of weaving in the llocos is certainly one of cross-cultural influences and exchange from
other parts of SE Asia, China, India, and beyond, there are particular motifs that are unique to
the lowland areas which | choose to integrate as pillows and motifs for printed materials.

A cotton cloth hangs on the wall (66" h x 44” w, see Figure 5) printed with the text from
the beginning of the epic llokano poem, the Biag ni Lam-ang. The enlarged passage in both
llokano and English is taken from a 1935 translation, one of many that were made from early
Spanish documentation. Traditionally, the poet/performer would recite the poem by memory to a
large audience that would also respond and add on to the story. In these opening stanzas 4-9,
the poet lists the foods that Namongan, the mother of the hero, Lam-ang, eats while she is
pregnant, offering a glimpse into the traditional llokano diet of fruits, vegetables, fish and
creatures from nearby rivers and ocean. This poem is often referred to as the earliest of
recorded oral histories in the Philippines, and also the first reference to textiles documented in
local oral history (Valenciano 2015, 37). A verse praising the “nalinis a balasang”, the
accomplished woman, for finishing “siam can a lalabayan”, nine skeins of yarn, in one evening,
shows us that the production of cloth was viewed as having high value and was directly
associated with women'’s labor. The female characters in the epic are engaged in not only the
labor of birthing and reproduction, but also the spiritual labor of spinning and producing textiles.
“Textile production, as an art endeavor” writes Dr. Respicio in her Journey of a Thousand

Shuttles, “has the intrinsic value of engaging the mind and liberating the spirit” (Respicio 2014,
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145). She calls weavers “healers” “priestesses” and “culture bearers”, with an extensive
knowledge of materials, plant fibers, and designs that relay stories and clues to ancient

relationships with the natural and spirit worlds.

Figure 5. Kanen ni Namongan
or Namonganis Food

Weaving as women’s work was the
foundation of pre-colonial society, as
textiles had high value and were
utilized in trade as currency, in
dowries, and were also eventually
used to pay taxes to Spanish
landlords. Eviota, in her work The
Political Economy of Gender:
Women and the Sexual Division of
Labour in the Philippines, writes that

colonization “eroded the

manufacturing base, principally
women’s cloth-weaving industry, and destroyed traditional crafts and artisan production through
the importation of machine-made products, especially textiles” (Eviota 1992, 169). | choose to
utilize woven material not only as an identity marker, but also as a reminder of the resilience of
women’s work, and to provide direct economic support of women continuing to practice weaving
in the llocos. It is with these concepts and historical/cultural context that | utilize woven fabrics
and structures to provide both the foundational seating and ceremonial backdrop to demarcate

this location of intentional cultural resurgence in space and time.
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Trash as Institutional Critique

There are many difficulties in doing this kind of research and artmaking from within a

historically racist institution that has both excluded Filipino scholars yet benefitted from Filipino

labor. | choose to incorporate detritus from University maintenance as elements of the

installation as a form of institutional critique. The re-use of these materials is a strategy of

resourcefulness, of rasquache sensibility, of “making-do” with what is available. Access to these

materials requires relationship-building and assistance from maintenance workers and

groundskeepers, many of whom are Filipino, Hawaiian, or from other groups considered

Figure 6. Pillows with shredded paper stuffing.

minorities on campus. Each cushion contains
shredded documents from offices at the
University of Hawai'i including Human Resources
and the Department of Physics & Astronomy
(see Figure 6). By incorporating the castaways of
the University’s complex bureaucratic system,
particularly sensitive material that is meant to be
destroyed, | reroute the materials from the
wastestream into my alternative space of
learning. In this way, | highlight the (literally)
underlying presence of an educational system
that is both integral yet often burdensome to
learning. Because the paper eventually collapses
under the weight of the person leaning on it, the
cushions need to be continuously re-stuffed
throughout the duration of the exhibit, a process
that occurs within the space so as not to obscure

the labor involved.

Trimmings from coconut trees on campus are transformed into the woven backdrop for

the space. Using a folding technique that is traditionally utilized as celebratory decoration, the

palms are plaited into kinurtina and suspended from a bamboo frame. The production of these
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elements - both the backdrop and the cushions - occurs in collaboration with fellow classmates
and friends (see Figures 7-9). The night before my cousin’s wedding in Baguio City, all the
siblings and cousins, uncles and aunties gathered to help prepare the floral decorations for the
church, a traditional way of collaborative preparation. Our working together to build something
beautiful out of bureaucratic leftovers is a direct critique of the convoluted and ineffective
processes of the University system. These clunky systems often act as obstacles to learning,
particularly for students of color. These include cultural incompetency on the part of professors
and faculty; the failure to effectively handle complaints of sexual assault and harassment; the
controversy around the construction of the Thirty Meter Telescope and mismanagement of land
on Mauna Kea by the University; as well as the double-digit raises received by administrative
officals at a time when resources for students systemwide are severely lacking, particularly in

mental health services.

Figures 7 & 8. Students prepping leaves and weaving kinurtina in the weaving studio.




Figure 9. llokano Language Program students assisting in the production of kinurtina.
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Defining and Deconstructing Classroom Walls

While taking classes in the llokano program at UHM, the only institutional program
dedicated to the language outside of the Philippines, | began to realize the limitations of the
standard Western classroom as a place to learn the language. Despite the existence of the
program since the early 1970s, the program has struggled to stay afloat and maintain
enroliment. Most students are funneled (either by choice or pressure from their families) into
nursing or medical-track science programs, the service sector, or business degrees and do not
prioritize the formal study of heritage language culture. But by examining the history of Filipinos
within the American educational system, we can also begin to have a better understanding of
the complexities of white supremacist culture that have, up until today, marginalized Filipinos in
higher education.

The current education system in the Philippines was designed by the American colonial
government at the beginning of the 20th century with the goal of “educating the natives” by
prioritizing English-language instruction, banning native languages and utilizing corporal
punishment. As described by African linguist Ngligi wa Thiong'o in his 1986 book, Decolonizing
the Mind: “The night of the sword and the bullet was followed by the morning of the chalk and
the blackboard" (Thiong’o 1986, 9). Violent colonial wars were only the first strategy in the
conquering of a people, education via language instruction being the second. This re-education
project was paired with the aesthetic demonization of the Filipino in turn-of-the-century cartoons
and caricatures as “savage” is visually akin to depictions of black African, Native American, and
Native Hawaiians. Extensive photographic documentation created by Dean C. Worcester and
other government officials in the American colonial government emphasized the “savagery” of
non-Christian Fllipinos, which justified colonial control of a people unfit for self-governance.

Researchers at the University of Hawai'i itself were also supporting the “science” of
racial stratification that positioned Filipinos on the lower rungs of the scale of intelligence and
civilization. Stanley Porteus, professor of Psychology and the director of the University’s
psychological clinic, and Marjorie E. Babcock, assistant psychologist at the clinic, published
Temperament and Race in 1926, a study of the various racial groups in the islands underwritten
by the Hawai'i Sugar Planters’ Association. They refer to the Filipinos as “a fine example of a
race in an adolescent stage of development” and lacking the emotional maturity and foresight to
make decisions for themselves. “The surest way to make a malcontent is to educate him either

above his intelligence or his opportunities” (Teodoro 1981, 56), with a particular emphasis on
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not “over-educating” the Filipino laborer lest they discover the inherent injustice of their
systematic oppression. These claims were essential to the Big Five corporate sugar barons in
upholding the racial hierarchy employed in plantation camps, which kept Filipinos as the lowest
paid wage-workers locked in multi-year contracts of indentured servitude. Manganaro writes in
her dissertation, “Assimilating Hawai'i: Racial Research in a Colonial ‘Laboratory,” 1919-1939,”
that Porteus’ research was funded after a 1924 sugar labor strike with the hopes that
understanding the various racial groups psychology “could help in controlling workers and
preventing strikes” (Manganaro 2016, 212).

American assimilationist education was the key strategy to the pacification and control of
the peoples of the archipelago at the turn of the century and was used as justification for US
imperial expansion beyond the limits of the continental states. Anne Paulet connects the
destructive and systematic re-education of the American Indian as the predecessor to the
American educational institution in the Philippines. The American government deemed both
groups of peoples as savage, under-developed, child-like, and unable to self-govern through
various means: writings, political cartoons, photography, film & performances at World’s Fairs.
The need for re-education was paramount in the land and market-hungry expansionist American
government. Paulet cites various military leaders, educators, and colonial administrators who all
agree that, in the words of General Thomas Morgan, the former Commissioner of Indian Affairs
speaking about the education of the Filipinos: “It must not be left to them” (Paulet 2007, 182).
The taking on of the “white-mans’ burden” of civilizing the Filipinos must also be understood in
terms of the role of capitalism within this expansionist educational project. The goal was not only
to create new Americans, but to cultivate an economic dependency on American goods, linking
“education, self-government, a wants and needs, and thereby of markets, to the successful
endeavor in the Philippines” (Paulet 2007, 198). This also necessitated the emphasis on the
“dignity of labor,” as both Natives and Filipinos were construed as being extremely lazy and
incapable of understanding concepts of private property and the toil that was necessary to
achieve American success. And of course, the ultimate conversion tool was English - the only
language in which the concepts of freedom and democracy was to be understood, the hallmark
of a “truly civilized” native.

In order to draw visual connections to this complicated history into the exhibition space,
various archival images of American-style schools in the Philippines and at the St. Louis World’s
Fair are pinned, unframed, to the backside of a 14’ h x 4’ w wall positioned parallel to the bank

of windows (see Figure 10). The existence of these images on the perimeter of the space, not
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included within the space of exchange but on the outer edge, is intentional. They become a part
of the “backstage” area, another reference to the theatrical, yet also remain a part of the entire
production. By including these images, | acknowledge the uncomfortable origins and the
tensions of heritage language learning from within the walls of the same institution that
perpetuates racism and inequality. These histories are necessary to acknowledge in order to
engage conversation around how to create new spaces for learning that do not depend upon

institutional support.

Figure 10. Installation view of archival photographs of schools in the American-occupied Philippines from
the early 1900s from the collections of the Library of Congress, International Mission Photography Archive
at the University of Southern California, and the Missouri Historical Society.

By prioritizing llokano language in this space, | strategically address the marginalization
of the language both in Hawai'i as well as within the institution. The University is a multilingual
space of learning, yet class offerings for the official national language, Tagalog, recently
rebranded as “Filipino”, are more prevalent despite the larger population of llokano students on
campus. The llokano language program, among other languages of the Pacific, remains

understaffed and underfunded. This is a space of both linguistic as well as aesthetic justice for

21



llokano language, visual culture and history. This space also acts as a refusal of the dominant
narrative of Tagalog or English as the national languages of the Philippines. A self-published
zine includes texts in llokano and English, my photographs and reflections from participating
artists and workshop facilitators involved in the project. Each of these is hand-bound with jute

fiber, including full-color pages with a screen-printed cover in a series of 100.

Figure 11.
Pag+mul+mula+an zine
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Co-facilitating Workshops & Participation

The main function of the exhibition is as a place for conversation and exchange. A
calendar of weekly programs is open to the public, the University community, and also students
from local llokano language classes. Visitors to the gallery are invited to participate in interactive
programming, including workshops, film screenings, and informal plant gatherings throughout
the duration of the exhibition. Each event uses a plant common llokano culture as a metaphor to
approach a particular concept or theme. The film screening focuses on narratives of bagas/rice
and navigates notions of home and identity. The coconut weaving workshop considers the use
of niog fibers with themes of resiliency, resourcefulness, and sustainable practices; the plant
medicine workshop focuses on healing and spiritual well-being through the lens of the paria, or
bitter melon. These interactive events take place both within the gallery space, as well as in the
breezeway outside the gallery. The processing of wet and sticky plant material like coconuts or
bananas takes place outside the gallery, while plants like karamunggay and lemongrass may be
processed inside.

Tania Bruguera’s C8tedra Arte de Conducta (2002-2009) and Escuela de Arte btil
(2017) are tacticas educacionales that she uses to dodge encroaching institutional limitations
on learning within her home of Cuba. By creating her own art school within her own home, she
consistently aims to fill in the holes which institutions fail to address or intentionally ignore,
offering alternative options for education and emphasizing the importance of arte Gtil or useful
art, which serves a practical function. Bruguera’s mission to create and share resources to
connect a global network of politically-engaged artists serves as an important model of a system
that at once challenges power and creates opportunity for self-education and growth. | see my
work dovetailing with hers in its effort to produce experiences and information that activate an
audience and provide concrete tools that are utiles for developing consciousness around social
issues.

We can look to Adrian Piper’s Funk Lessons, as an example of a successful use of an
alternative educational format that also critically addresses institutional racism. Piper's 1982-84
gatherings insert marginal African-American culture into the University of California at Berkeley,
inviting students and faculty to join her in learning two-step dance moves while simultaneously
schooling them on the history of funk music and its roots in black culture. The use of
celebration, music, and dance is employed by Piper as a strategy for unification and an

alternative to stuffy, academic culture, as she describes here:

23



“The ‘Lessons’ format during this process became ever more clearly a kind of didactic
foil for collaboration: Dialogue quickly replaced pseudo-academic lecture/demonstration,
and social union replaced the audience-performer separation. What | purported to ‘teach’
my audience was revealed to be a kind of fundamental sensory ‘knowledge’ that
everyone has and can use.”
These workshops were aimed at breaking down notions of fear - what racism and othering is
inherently based upon - and dissolving difference, creating an environment in which everyone
feels comfortable (except maybe those who don'’t like to dance!).

Each of the workshops in my exhibition emphasizes how to reclaim or maintain ancestral
knowledge, how to navigate institutional space and co-opt it, and most importantly, how the
plant world can provide us access to this kind of knowledge, either physically or metaphorically.
In my role as co-facilitator of these workshops, | am responsible for maintaining basic protocols
to ensure both a formatting and aesthetic consistency. We maintain a circular format and utilize
certain elements of traditional knowledge sharing, including the opening and closing of the
circle, storytelling by repetition, call-and-response, and atang - offering for the ancestors. | am
responsible for the maintenance of the pillows, general upkeep of the space (both indoor and
outdoor when in use), as well as promotion of the events.

By inviting Bay Area-based artists Angela Angel, Sarita Dougherty and Champoy Lim, as
well as UHM film historian, Adrian Alarilla to participate, | emphasize the artistic exchange
across borders also employed by Bruguera in her Escuela. | prioritize Filipino artists who
address relationship to environment, have anti-capitalist values, and work collaboratively.
Angela comes from a family lineage of llokana plant-medicine practitioners and offers her
ancestral knowledge at Ninunong Gamot, a workshop on how to process and utilize Philippine
plants in everyday healing and food prep. We use foraged plants from around campus and town
for this workshop to create medicine and serve a community lunch. Sarita leads us on a guided
meditation and cosmology mapping session based on our relationships with our surrounding
ecosystems, while Champ shares his video works and offers a performative lecture about
burning down the walls of the colonial institution and infiltrating higher education as an artist
from the “Third World”. Adrian Alarilla, film scholar and PhD student in the UHM History
Department joins us to facilitate conversation around the documentary Walang Rape sa Bontok,
and the close connection between rice and fertility in indigenous Philippine cultures.

In his 2019 book, Re-imagining the Art School, Neil Mulholland writes of P2P
(peer-to-peer) and D-I-T (do-it-together) possibilities that challenge the unidirectional teaching

styles adapted from modernist art school developments. “The Paragogy” as he refers to this
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alternative to pedagogy, includes the following characteristics: Multipurposeful,
Place-Making-Places, Scalar, Porous, & Open. By combining elements from radical pedagogy,
indigenous educational formats, participatory art-making as well as Mulholland’s paragogical art
education that challenges the typical post-modern art classroom, Pag+mul+mula+an also takes
on qualities of a hybrid school, one which could take place anywhere, anytime, whose structure

and lessons change depending on the needs of the participants.

A Brief History of Participatory Art

Participatory art, whether or not engaged in a particular “community”, involves the artist’s
strategic interactions with the audience. Interactivity is often traced back to the Happenings of
the 1960s in which the limits of the artwork were extended to include audience participation in
collective activity. Allan Kaprow, grandfather of the Happening, explains that when artists work
with others (audience or collaborators), the artwork becomes “less a ‘work’ than a process of
meaning-making interactions” (Lacy 1995). This practice emerges from a lineage of avant garde
European art movements of the early 20th century like Dada and Fluxus, in which artists began
to experiment with the boundaries of spectatorship, blurring the lines between life and art, play
and accident, rationality and the absurd. Kester attempts to generate a critical framework for
evaluating participatory practice and traces its history to these movements which employed a
certain shock factor, or one-way jolt, to an unsuspecting audience. Riffing off their radical
predecessors, contemporary participatory artists choose to operate in two-way dialogue and
conversation, negating the typical modernist positioning of the “enlightened” artist educating the
“ungifted majority” through aesthetic transcendence (Kester 2002).

Claire Bishop’s 2012 Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship
also traces the history of social practice to experimental art, broadening the context to include
anarchic, utopian tendencies in Eastern Europe and South America. Concluding with a chapter
on pedagogical projects, she analyses works that intersect with the classroom, including Tania
Bruguera’s Havana-based DIY art school, Arte de Conducta. Referencing anti-authoritarian
educational projects like Joseph Beuys’ experimental Free International University of Creativity
and Interdisciplinary Research, Paolo Freire’s influential Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and
radical conceptual artist and educator, Luis Camnitzer, Bishop notes that dialogic artists often
frame their work’s goals as being “the production of a dynamic experience for participants,

rather than the production of complex artistic forms” and to “restore and realise a communal,
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collective space of shared social engagement” (Bishop 2012). Throughout the book, questions
emerge around the legitimacy of anti-authorial, collective work and the negation of the aesthetic
as “art”. Finkelpearl sees Bishop as “calling for a critical, problematizing art of negation,” rather
than Kester’'s emphasis on “affirmative models of communication in dialogic art* (Kelly 2014).
My work emphasizes interaction between participants rather than “complex artistic forms”, yet
rather than merely offering critique of a historically problematic educational system, it leans
towards Kester’s “affirmative” solutions. In bringing folks together, the center of the conversation
becomes the actual reclamation of knowledge and power in realizing what tools and information
we have within ourselves and at our disposal.

While most theory surrounding this genre centers around the US, UK, and Europe, it is
necessary to center participatory work in Asia as also informing the global history of the
practice. As part of the UH Art History symposium, Tradition and Contemporaneity in the Arts of
Asia in November 2017, Singapore-based curator and art critic, lola Lenzi, gave a presentation
entitled “SE Asian Art in Critical Dialogue with Power.” Focusing on works by artists from
Thailand, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Vietham, Lenzi argues that the function of the works as
dialogic instigations drive their interactive form, that the various works are not necessarily
reactionary “protest art,” but rather address the needs and knowledge of the local context -- and
often in response to dictatorial, censoring governments (my notes). In her essay, “Conceptual
Strategies in SE Asian Art: a local narrative,” Lenzi claims that:

“the artist/artwork/audience trope is developed not for the sake of promoting a
collective relationship or identity, but for conveying information and provoking
thought through involvement... Practitioners don’t convene audiences as an
experiential end-in-itself, but rather are driven by social objectives wherein
audience-inclusiveness is a means of co-opting resistance” (Lenzi 12).
| find it necessary to relate my work to the history and politics of the region, particularly in the
diasporic, transnational context. Although | did not grow up in the Philippines, the histories of the
Marcos dictatorship and the legacy of Spanish and American colonialism still resonate in my life
today. The llokano community in Hawai'i is still extremely supportive of the Marcos family and
students have expressed their inability to have a political opinion within their homes because of
the dominance of conservative values. To combat the global turn towards fascism, it is
necessary that we remember the past and continue “co-opting resistance” to institutional
oppression - which means carving our own spaces within the institution and making work that

brings people together to share, “provoking thought through involvement”.
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Although participatory work is embroiled in questions of ethics, the age-old philosophical
battle between aesthetics vs. politics, and divergent vocabularies around concepts of
“‘community” and “identity”, its growing popularity at conferences, in publications, and in art
school programs points to heightened interest and need for socially engaged art practices. The
question now is how to keep this kind of work from being co-opted by what Kester has called
“sophisticated synchrony of global capital” - with museum, research and grant funding funneling
down from corporate sources - and stay true to its radical roots. Bishop cites Irit Rogoff in this
precarious delineation between the radical and the co-opted: “There is a certain slippage
between terms like 'education’, 'self-organised pedagogies', 'research' and 'knowledge
production’, so that the radical strands of the intersection between art and pedagogy blur easily
with the neoliberal impetus to render education a product or tool in the 'knowledge economy”
(Bishop 2012, 30). By reclaiming and sharing land and language-based knowledge, | hope to
develop ethical, communal working methods that challenge systems of power and attempt to

navigate the complexities of this genre of artmaking.

Conclusion

The impact of American violence upon the bodies and minds of the people of the
Philippines, the unstable nature of “Filipino” identity, and the white supremacist research
conducted within the University of Hawai'i system itself has resulted in the continued oppression
of both native and migrant peoples of Hawai'i. With my thesis work, Pag+mul+mula+an, |
envision and create an alternative space of knowing and learning that emphasizes interaction,
exchange, and centers the lived and embodied experience as well as abundant cultural heritage
of those with llokano and Amianan ancestry. By situating ourselves within the gallery space,
outside the entrance to the gallery with outdoor workshops and gatherings, as well as
coordinating off-site events with visiting artists, | am intentionally working within and without the
constructs of a public-serving, land-grant educational institution.

Pag+mul+mula+an is an experimental pedagogical space that incorporates traditional
llokano practices of weaving, linguistic and plant-based knowledges to create a
school-within-a-school, a communal space of learning while simultaneously questioning the
possibility of reclaiming marginalized culture within a historically racist institution. Borrowing
from borderlands aesthetics of in-betweenness, | use a recombination of reused materials and

“‘making do” with what is readily available, employing strategies of scavenging, foraging,
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borrowing, and as intentional critique of capitalistic economies. Inhabiting the llokano
characteristic of nasalimetmet, or frugality, | actively engage in an inherently
environmentally-friendly practice that prioritizes exchange and relationship, rather than
purchase.

In interviews conducted with llokano professors and instructors in the llokano Program at
UHM, most were concerned mainly with the ability to hold face-to-face dialogue and
conversation in a casual setting, where learning and exchange can happen naturally and
unforced. Some professors still use a standard American classroom set-up with rows, while
others intentionally “mess-up”, as one professor put it, the typical space to create a circle. An
llokana poetry teacher at Waipahu High School who is studying the performative llokano poetry
format, dallot, mentioned that she sets her classroom up like a stage, with students along the
perimeter in two parallel-facing lines with the poet performing in the middle. The late Teresa
Teaiwa of the Pacific Island Studies conceptualizes the classroom as a canoe, where students
in the classroom are “passengers’ on a journey of cooperative learning towards alternative
spaces where indigenous knowledges can be more fully reclaimed, affirmed, and revitalized”
(Teaiwa 2005, 48). Even the long bamboo bench created for the space integrates a visual and
physical representation of the wa’a or layag, the traditional voyaging canoe of Austronesian
cultures, into the educational space (see Figure 12). If the college classroom is an effective
space in which to facilitate the learning and perpetuation of language, how can we learn from

this embodiment of an alternative learning space to branch outside of existing institutions of

learning or push against their limits to make them our own?

Figure 12.
Bound
bamboo
bench
suggesting
traditional
voyaging
canoes.
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Culture is never necessarily “lost,” merely inactive, and Pag+mul+mula+an is an
intentional attempt to reactivate and reclaim knowledge based in language and plant life. It is a
space dedicated to exploring the nuances of a particular language in order to harness its
inherent teachings and practices in order to encourage a turn towards the more
ecologically-attuned ways of our ancestors. Operating within the institution and co-opting its
resources, it is a strategic way of taking and making space for gathering, exchange and

resistance.

Social Practice in the time of Social Distancing

UPDATE: While being showered in lei during the opening of this exhibition, a slight
sense of paranoia lurked with each embrace, each pass of the karaoke microphone - “will | get
the coronavirus™? With the slow spread of the COVID-19 pandemic across the globe,
Pag+mul+mula+an has been closed until further notice, leaving the weavings, mats, zines, and
circle of pillows in a liminal state of air-conditioned, dehumidified waiting. Writing now, on
Tuesday April 7, 2020 in reflection on the exhibition and programming, it’s difficult to
comprehend and integrate the waterfall of happenings over the past several weeks. As the
show opened, the world was in the midst of adapting to new standards of human interaction for
the sake of public health. These new social rules include maintaining 6ft. between bodies and
practicing “social distancing”, withholding from gatherings and intimate interactions in small
spaces. After working so hard to generate a space created specifically for these kinds of
exchanges, | was suddenly presented with the question: what does “social practice” look like
under the unnatural phenomena of “social distancing”?

As the University fumbled to transition all courses online and continue at the rapidfire
pace of the average spring semester, | chose to take the slow route of protecting my own
personal health and wellbeing by intentionally not bringing the exhibition online. The Lumad
women who | had invited to come from the Philippines were denied visas because of their
political status while Duterte quickly quarantined the islands. The visiting artists and
practitioners | had invited were also put into full shelter-in-place mode in the Bay Area. The
changes imposed upon us happened so quickly yet everything came to a standstill. After over
three weeks of quarantine, the communities that were scheduled to come together within the
space are coming to terms with this alternative reality that gatherings, get-togethers, and

sharing of information in the ways that we know how, will be off-limits for an undefined amount
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of time. Meanwhile many folks have lost jobs, are struggling to pay rent, afford groceries and
take care of their kids full-time.

But for that first brief week of knowledge-sharing that did occur within the exhibition
space, | glimpsed the sense of possibility that surrounded Pag+mul+mula+an - not just as a
classroom space of exchange, but as a space where rest and rejuvenation could happen within
the grind of the University. Time was different within that area of the gallery; it was slower and
went with the pace of how we interacted with the plant materials. It depended on the light
beaming in through the bamboo outside, not the spotlights on the ceiling. | spent one whole day
cleaning coconut mid-ribs to create walis ting-ting, the coconut rib broom, chatting with
whomever strolled in the gallery, the attendants, or other friends who stopped by. | was hoping
to have many more days like this just observing people’s reactions to the installation and ways
of joining the conversation or activity. Much of the feedback | received had viewers experiencing
a sense of nostalgia, memories of the Philippines, of expansive rice fields and carabao. My
auntie in California shared on a Facebook comment that it reminded her of her childhood; for
others they were reminded of being on a canoe, or in a bahay kubo, the traditional stilted house
in the Philippines. For another friend, it reminded her of the entrance to her kitchen in Fiji. The
materials effectively piqued viewers’ sensual memory, whether they had ancestral ties to the
Philippines, India, other parts of the Pacific, the Carribean, or Latin America.

The preparation leading up to the exhibition itself - the collective sewing of pillows,
weaving of leaves, binding of brooms - laid the foundation for the whole exhibition, embodying
the llokano concept of tagnawa, collective work (see Figure 13). My llokano instructor, Dean
Domingo, shared this word with us as we listened to traditional music and prepared coconut

leaves together in the weaving

room. | believe that it was the % - . B‘LM
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collective purpose.

Figure 13. Dean Domingo’s llokano
302 and 451 classes working
collectively, tagnawakayo.
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The occupation of rooms and underutilized areas of the Art Building was an intentional
method of taking up space and creating visibility for these conversations about relationship with
daga/'aina within the institution. Transforming GRRIC Contemporary Graduate Art Gallery into
a sewing shop, my own studio into a living room, the Fibers Studio into a weaving lounge, the
third floor rooftop area into a materials drying facility, and the Digital Imaging lab as a printshop
and assembly line, | noticed how our “normal” behaviors within these spaces adapted to a new
context. Utilizing the outdoor breezeway was an effective interruption to the daily transit of many
who cut through the Art Building on their way across campus. Both Nanea Lum and Nikau
Hindin conducted their workshops on repurposed lauhala mats in the open space between the
gallery and the Art office, corralling in stray students and professors on their lunchbreaks to sit
in an area that is designed to be moved through. In Nanea’s workshop, she taught us how to
properly harvest taro or kalo roots from their stalk and walked us through the Hawaiian names
of the parts of the plant (see Figure 14). The sound of Nikau’s wooden kapa beater echoed
through the bamboo and the Art offices as a crowd gathered around her to watch the process of

her transforming bark into cloth (see Figure 15).

Figure 14. Nanea Lum (center) with
kalo/gabi workshop attendees, after teaching
us how to harvest kalo and prepare the huli
for replanting, March 9, 2020. It was
important to kick off the workshops with the
centering of Native Hawaiian philosophy,
language, and plant relations.

Figure 15. Nikau Hindin (left) sharing her
knowledge of Maori and Hawaiian
wauke/mulberry barkcloth with workshop
attendees on March 12, 2020. Barkcloth
practices are also part of Philippine and
Oceanic textile history.
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Figure 16. ManGoFreeMan
teaching launiu/bulong ti niog
coconut leaf weaving workshop
inside the Pag+mul+mula+an
space, March 11, 2020. He was
also the main harvester/forager for
many of the materials utilized in the
exhibition.

Figure 17. Group photo including
myself (front right), and speakers
Adrian Alarilla (third from left) and
Caroline Baicey (front left) after our final
event, a film screening and discussion
of Walang Rape sa Bontok, on
bagas/rice and the history of fertility
culture in the Cordillera region.
Immediately following this event on
March 13, 2020, the gallery was closed
indefinitely due to the spread of
COVID-19.

As | find myself at home in quarantine, the exhibition shuttered in the next valley over, |

have been sitting with the idea of rest and rejuvenation. Slowness. While chatting on my porch,

wearing masks and at a safe distance, a friend dropped off some herbs from her garden and

shared that what she enjoyed most about the process of the show was the ability to nap in the

space. It offered a sense of refuge, revitalization, learning, yes, but on a different pace than

regular school. | believe | accomplished my goals of creating “a place of rest and rejuvenation,

32






