NEGROS ORIENTAL IN THE CONTEXT
OF THE PHILIPPINE REVOLUTION!
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Negros Oriental at the Outbreak of the Revolution

It must be established that when the Revolution against
Spain began in August 1896, Negros Oriental, by then a relatively
new province (established January 1, 1890), did not immediately
feel the impact of the revolution. The same situation had been ob-
werved in other areas of the Visayas and Mindanao which, like this
province, did not play a very significant economic or political role
in the Spanish government. This situation seems to suggest that
the revolution against the Spaniards, notably in its early stage, was
late, if not absent, in many parts of the country.

It is possible to speculate a number of reasons why the par-
ticipation of the province in the revolution came rather late. First,
the peculiar geographic condition of the country separated the
province from the national capital. Physical distance and the poor
state of transportation and communication facilities which con-
nected the disparate islands of the archipelago at that time com-
bined to isolate the province from the events unfolding in other
parts of the country.

Second, the leadership profile of the province at that time
was composed mostly, if not all, by political leaders who were gen-
crally mestizo—a mix breed of Filipino and Spanish or Filipino-
Spanish and Chinese. The elite, as they have been called, had
vested interests that somehow influenced their actions. As T. Va-
lentin Sitoy contends “...the rest of the Negros elites [sic] were
disinterested, if not in fact, hostile to the revolution.”?

Third, the inhabitants were widely perceived to be peace-
loving people who preferred to stay out of trouble. The common
expression “walay tay labot™ has been pointed out as the verbal
manifestation of such behavior. This view is supported by the
comments of Negros Oriental Governor Ferrer included in a letter
to the Governor General in which he described the inhabitants of
this province as “...peaceful in character, that no association,
whether authorized or secret, existed and that no person, who be-
cause of their [sic] past conduct, deserved to be watched.”*

Fourth, there was no revolutionary army in the province.
The absence of this army in Negros Oriental is supported by the
fact that Pantaleon Villegas, popularly known as “Leon Kilat,” led
the revolutionary forces in Cebu, although he himself was a native
of Bacong (Sitoy 1990: 12). Nevertheless, Caridad Rodriguez in her
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the province was peaceful and remained quite even two months
nfter this event took place. It is apparent at this time that both the
leaders of this province and the people were closely watching the
developments in the national front and carefully calculating their
next moves.

Surprisingly, when the revolutionary leaders of this prov-
ince did decide to join the revolution, they took the cue from Ne-
wros Occidental. After the liberation of Bacolod by the forces of
General Juan Araneta on the first week of November 1898, Don
Dicgo de la Vifa immediately dispatched his son, Jose, to see the
Cieneral “for instructions on what actions to take in Negros Ori-
ental.”” As a result, Diego de la Vifia was commissioned as General
de Brigada, Commandante del Ejercito Filipino, Provincia de Ne-
gros Oriental, by Gen. Emilio Aguinaldo who instructed him to
‘immediately rid Negros Oriental of Spanish forces garrisoned in
waid province, and hereafter, to organize a Provisional Revolution-

nry Government” (Rodriguez 1989: 84).

The March for Liberation

A close examination of the events surrounding the march

for the liberation of the province could shed light on the funda-
mental question whether driving the Spaniards away was indeed
the core of the revolutionary events in the province. As recorded
by historians, the march for the liberation of the province started
on November 17, 1898 after Gen. Diego de la Vifia informed all
the capitanes municipales in the towns of the strategy to converge all
forces from the northern and southern towns and join forces to at-
tack the capital town of Dumaguete.® Contrary to expectations,
however, the march to Dumaguete’ turned out to be no more than
a parade. Although imbued with the spirit to fight and the will to
defend the province, the revolutionary forces which began their
march from Vallehermoso in the north and from Siaton in the
south found no opportunities for fighting on the way. As reported
by Fr. Juan Lorenzo of Hiligaon and Fr. Lorenzo Cordon of Siaton,
“there was no fighting nor any losses of lives and property. Neither
were there any outrages nor retributions.”'® This is in reference to
the southern towns liberated by forces headed by Major Felipe

Tayko.
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uled march,

rcaof th lish. This was a tall order for a young province still trying to put its
acts together. On the one hand, while Negros Oriental leaders still
considered themselves under the Malolos government of President
Emilio Aguinaldo, the leaders of the neighboring province of Ne-
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islands (Rodriguez 1989: 107). As well, this proposal was aimed at
winning the support of the United States in the event of a Spanish
invasion. Interestingly, although Negros Oriental leaders were not
represented when this system was introduced, they followed orders
from their counterparts in the Occidental. As Prof. Rodriguez puts
it, “there was no question about the loyalty of the Negros Oriental
leaders to President Aguinaldo’s government, but at the same time
they found themselves following directives from Negros Occiden-
tal” (Rodriguez 1989: 107). From the outset, it was readily appar-
ent that some conflicts of interest were bound to arise. This appre-
hension became a reality when the United States and Spain finally
agreed to sign the Treaty of Paris on December 10, 1898 in which
the Philippines, without the knowledge of the Filipinos, was ceded

to the U.S. in the amount of $20,000,000.
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sentry shot a Filipino soldier at San Juan Bridge. Known as the
“San Juan bridge incident,” this tragic event triggered the Filipino-
American war. Without even attempting to determine the real
cause of the incident, Gen. Arthur McArthur issued on the fol-
lowing day an order to advance against the Filipino troops (Agon-
cillo 1975: 217). While the war in Manila raged on, a different
event was taking place in Negros Occidental. On February 12,
1899, the Occidental leaders raised the American flag with a 21
gun salute although no American was around at the time.” The
Occidental leaders explained that in taking this action, they were
only trying to avert the same fate that befell Iloilo when it was

bombarded by the Americans into surrender.
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The day the Occidental leaders raised the American flag, a
different scenario was unfolding in Negros Oriental. President De-
metrio Larena circularized a letter to the local presidentes asking
them to be vigilant and to tell the people not to be afraid of the
Americans because, according to him, “even if they were powerful
on sea because they have navies, [but] we are more powerful on
land because of our sharp bolos and lances.” By February 18, 1899
Gen. De la Vifia reiterated the instructions of Pres. Larena to the
local military chiefs by telling them “to wait for the arrival of the
Americans after which he will tell them what to do next” (Rodri-
guez 1989: 138). It is clear by their response that at the time they
were closely monitoring the events, the leaders of Negros Oriental
were still very loyal to the Malolos Republic.

While these developments were taking place, the province
was busy preparing for the inauguration of the new government
and the first meeting of the newly elected Congress of Deputies of
Negros Oriental scheduled on Feb. 19, 1899. However, just a day
before the celebration, a letter from the Negros Occidental Canto-
nal Government arrived which urged the Negros Oriental towns to
raise the American flag.”” The letter was read by Chairman Vicente
Ozoa before the Congress (Rodriguez 1989: 139) on February 19,
1899. The order to fly another foreign flag just as they were cele-
brating their newly-won independence outraged the people of the
province. As Sitoy writes “...the initial reaction of eastern Negren-
ses to these events was—understandably enough—shock, conster-
nation, and anger” (Sitoy 1990: 13)

Initially, this turn of events caught the leaders of the prov-
ince in a dilemma. The Malolos Republic to whom they had re-
mained loyal up to this time had just waged war with the Ameri-
cans. To decide to support President Aguinaldo could bring Negros
Oriental into open conflict with their comrades in Negros Occi-
dental. Although short-lived, the decision of the Negros Oriental
leaders not to raise the American flag and maintain the integrity
and independence of the province was considered by many people
in the province to be an admirable act. By February 25, 1899, Gen.
De La Vifia told his local military chiefs that the Negros Occiden-
tal and American troops “have no right to interfere in our prov-
ince, much more to disturb the public order... If they enter our
towns, we shall be obliged to throw them out by force.”® Thus
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saying, he instructed his officers to be ready for war. Hence, Negros
Oriental did not raise the American flag.

However, as the feeling of Anti-Americanism and Anti-
Occidentalism worsened in the Oriental side, the Occidental lead-
ers felt compelled to convince the Oriental leaders to join with
them. This was necessary since a Congress of Deputies composed of
representatives from both provinces had earlier been scheduled in
order to draft a constitution. Consequently, General Araneta came
to Dumaguete on April 9, 1899 purposely to convince the leaders
to join them. After his private talks with Pres. Larena and Gen. De
La Vifa, he convened a general meeting of provincial and town
officials on April 11, 1899 during which he emphasized to the offi-
cials the advantages of “being under the American protection and
the futility of fighting against a far more superior power” (Rodri-
guez 1989: 142). The persuasive power of Gen. Araneta obviously
worked since the Oriental leaders agreed to send a Commission to
Bacolod headed by Pres. Larena to “discuss and revise the consti-
tution for the Federal Republic of Negros.”"?

The next day, Pres. Larena and the other commissioners
left for Bacolod with Gen. Araneta on board an American ship.
The following day, April 13, Gen. De la Vifia ordered his military
chiefs not to raise any flag while the commissioners were still in Ba-
colod since, as he said: “ our flag is not yet recognized by other na-
tions.”*® He further added that “if military chiefs from the other
side [Occidental] accompanied by columns of native soldiers and
Americans will come to our province by the order of Philippine
authorities, you should treat them as real friends” (Rodriguez 1989:
142). This turn of events indicated that the loyalty of the leaders of
Negros Oriental was slowly sliding in favor of the new colonizer. It
is not surprising then that when Pres. Larena arrived on April 30,
1899, although the congress ended on May 3, the American flag
was raised with the 21-gun salute (Rodriguez 1989: 142). The
American flag was raised without the knowledge of the people that
their leaders had by then accepted American rule.

By May Ist, Interim Pres. Herminigildo Villanueva sent
letters to the towns enjoining them to raise the American flag as
they did in the capital and convincing them that they really needed
the protection of the Americans. In the same letter, he told them
that with the Americans the “future will be brighter and
stronger.”"” It is not surprising that the other towns immediately
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followed like in the previous times, With the exception of Bais and
Tanjay in the north and Bayawan, Tolong, and Siaton in the south,
the rest of the towns in Negros Oriental heeded Villanueva’s letter.
The refusal of the northern towns to raise the American flag was
understandable because of their strong links to the Malolos gov-
ernment. The revolutionists headed by Serio Guzman Singco
hauled down the American flags ;without any objection from the
residents.”” Meanwhile, the uprising in the southern towns was
spearheaded by the Babaylanes.?! In vain, Pres. Larena dispatched a
commission to convince the leaders of the advantages of being un-
der the American rule. Failing to convince the leaders of the
province, especially those in the northern towns, Pres. Larena went
back to Bacolod to report the matter to Gen. James Smith.” In his
absence, Gen. De la Viia, citing failing health as the reason, re-
signed and appointed Herminigildo Villanueva to replace him as
the delegate of War.?

Following the president’s trip, a battalion of American
troops arrived in Dumaguete on May 27, 1899. The next day, the
Americans, accompanied by some Filipino troops, proceeded to
Bais and Tanjay. However, they found no form of resistance be-
cause the insurgents had left the towns earlier. Eventually, the re-
bels surrendered on June 5, 1899 and were given amnesty.* After-
wards, the Americans proceeded to the southern towns which were
under the influence of the babaylanes, but as in the northern towns,
the rebels were nowhere to be found.

On July 22, 1899, the Americans issued Gen. Order no. 30
which installed a “military-civil government under an appointed
American military Governor with absolute veto powers and a
popularly elected native civil Governor and an advisory council.”*
This order put to rest the struggles of the people of Negros Orien-
tal. Unfortunately, the proposed federal constitution promised to
them never materialized.

Concluding Notes

Strictly speaking, revolution means to “revolve.” Episte-
mologically, it implies that there is a change in the structure from
below to the upper level and vice versa. In this sense, there is a
power shift in the structure which could enable the people in the
lower level to move up. Moreover, although revolution usually im-
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plies a bitter and bloody struggle, some events have been “bloodless
revolts or glorious ones.”

The circumstances that shaped the history of the province
from 1898 to 1899 could be considered a unique revolutionary
event. As can be seen in the turn of events, the revolution in the
province involved no kind of change or movement in the structure
as the power spots remained filled either by the people from the
same level or by the same people who were originally in the power
structure. Despite the people’s will to fight for the liberation of the
province, they simply had no opportunity to dramatize this urge.
The famous “march for the liberation” of Dumaguete in 1898 was
no more than a parade® and the American liberation in 1899 was
simply like a pass in review. As mentioned earlier, it was clear that
there was evidence of massive aggression or burning desire to fight
the Spaniards. However, much of this sentiment remained at the
level of the emotion rather than action since the planned attacks
were timed after the Spaniards had already left.”” Leaders of the
revolution claimed that this move was designed to avert the loss of
lives and possible destruction of the province. If this were so, it is
possible to conclude then that the leaders had calculated their po-
tential loss and opted to negotiate to their advantage. Similarly, the
leaders of the province responded to the coming of the Americans
in a pragmatic way. Realizing the grim scenario and effects of a
Quixotic resistance, they opted to negotiate.

Consequently, what happened in the province exemplifies
the postmodern theory which propounds that “historical events are
marked by negotiations” (Hornedo 1996). This paper argues that
Negros Oriental leaders negotiated and dealt with the Occidental
leaders and the Americans in order to acquire power for their own
interests. Although these deals and negotiations forced the leaders
of the province to abandon the ideals of the Philippine Revolution,
they created opportunities for power sharing which in turn gave
birth to new forces and alliances. These negotiations clearly placed
the province in a much better position than those places whose
leaders resisted the American colonization. To illustrate, the estab-
lishment of Silliman Institute, later to become Silliman University,
by American missionaries, in Dumaguete has continued to this day
to exert a tremendous impact on the province and the nation in
general.




Finally, as a general framework in the study of the Revolu-
tion, there is a need to subject to more critical scrutiny the sup-
posed “Revolt of the Masses.” As can be seen from the events
mentioned earlier, the elite, who were mainly the landowners, oc-
cupied the leadership positions during the revolution. These posi-
tions of privilege assured not only the essential continuity of power
established during the Spanish and the Revolutionary periods into
the new order, but also allowed the elite to retain their power and
influence in the new order (Guerrero 169-73). Meanwhile, their
tenants constituted the mass of low ranking members of the revo-
lutionary forces whose participation in the revolution took place in
the context of patron-client relationship similar to that existing
between tenants and their landlords, as well as between the princi-
pales and cacigues and their subjects and followers.? In effect, this
relationship suggests that as in normal life, the masses during the
revolution remained in a subordinate position to their master-
landlords and took orders from them. That the revolution in the
province involved no radical change or movement in the structure
is, therefore, not at all surprising.

Revolution is the product of many circumstances, condi-
tions, peoples, and personalities involving their actions and moti-
vations, discourses, and finally the unforeseen consequences of in-
tended actions. Therefore, there is a need to look at revolution
from different perspectives and examine multiple discourses and
textualities especially those focusing on class distinctions, as well as
regional, provincial, and local versions. Because every perspective
has something to contribute, it is no longer possible to claim a final
narrative of the events. One must go beyond them to recreate a
rich landscape and kaleidoscope of the historical fact.

Notes

1. This is a revised version of the paper delivered during the
Conference on “The Revolution and the Southern Provinces”
held last April 2-3, 1998 at the Social Hall of the Provincial
Capitol of Cebu. The conference was sponsored by thé Na-
tional Commission for Culture and the Arts and the Historical
Association of Cebu, Inc. This paper was also presented during
the 7" Regional Seminar Workshop in Oral and Local History
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sponsored by the National Historical Institute held last May
21-22, 1998 at the Multipurpose Hall of Silliman University.

T. Valentin Sitoy “The Making of Negros: A Brief History.”
Kabilin: Legacies of a Hundred Years of Negros Oriental, 12. On
the contrary, Prof, Rodriguez commented that in her research,
she found no evidence of hostility towards the revolution
among the elite. (Interviewed Aug. 24, 1998).

Cebuano term for “none of our business.” Perhaps due to the
ignorance of the people about the revolution; believed to be an
outgrowth of the Spanish policy of “divide et empera (Divide and
rule tactic of the Spaniards).

Caridad A. Rodriguez. Negros Oriental and the Philippine Revolu-
tion, 81 as quoted in the report of Governor P. M. Antonio Fer-
rer on April 5, 1898 entitled Costa Oriental de las Isla de Ne-
gros.

They were supposed to be providing safe houses for the training
of their men.

Although “laya” in the Tagalog context refers to the “elbow
room” of the weavers, no Cebuano word exists with the same
meaning.

Caridad A. Rodriguez, 84 as quoted in A Brief Biography of Di-
ego de la Vina by Woodrow Serion in 1954. (I had the opportu-
nity to interview Mr. Serion).

Apparently, most of the marchers were farm laborers of Don
Diego de la Vifia. See Rodriguez, 86.

Prof. Rodriguez has a very vivid account of the march in her
book on pp. 88 to 95.

10. Juan Gadiane. Pahayag (an unpublished manuscript in Ce-

I1.

12.

13.

buano, 1950).

The day before the fiesta celebration, But Prof. Rodriguez
stressed that Dumaguete was a deserted town as peopled fled in
fear of the shootings if de la Vifia arrived. See Rodriguez, 94.
Rodriguez, 106 and Sitoy, 13 as quoted in S.D. ,P.LR., 77.3,
Box 256-9, Microfilm section, Filipiniana Division, National
Library.

Rodriguez, 137 and Sitoy, 13. as quoted from Ma. Fe H. Ro-
meros’s Negros Occidental Between two Foreign powers, 134; and
the Noble Collection, vol, xxv P- 4201 of the P.R. Collections
at the National Library.
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14. Rodriguez, 138 as quoted from P.R. 91. Letter of Pres. D.
Larena to the local presidents.

15. Rodriguez, 139. As quoted in Romero.

16. Rodriguez, 140 and Sitoy, 13 as quoted from P.R. 91. Feb, 25,
1899 order.

17. Rodriguez, 142. Also found in Sitoy, 14. as quoted from the
James Smith Report to the Adjutant of the Visayan Military
District. p. 34.

18. Rodriquez, 142 as quoted from P.R. 91. Gen. De la Vina’s order
of April 13, 1899.

19. Rodriguez, 147 as quoted from P.R. 91. Letter of Interim Pres.
H. Villanueva. Dumaguete, May 1, 1899 in Spanish.

20. A letter of Sergio Singco to Gen. Vicente Lukban. June 12,
1899 taken from the United States National Archives, Military
Reference Branch (NNRM), R. G. 395, entry 2943, 2937, 2940
on “Philippine Islands, Bacolod, Negros,” Box no. 1, through
the kindness of Fr. Roman Sagun who did his research on Sept.
1992 at Washington D.C.

21. A pseudo-religious group with nationalistic aspirations. See
Evelyn Cullamar, Babaylanism in Negros, 1896-1907 (Manila:
New Day Publishers,1986).

22. James Smith Report, 342,

23. For the exact details see Rodriguez, 148-154.

24. Rodriguez, 56 as quoted from S.D. Box 2 Folder 29. Document
no. S.D. 29.8 pp.6-9.

25. Rodriguez, 158 as quoted in Marion Wilcox (ed.) Harper’s His-
tory of the War in the Philippines, 232-236.

26. This is similar with the observation of Francisco Varona re-
garding the Revolution in Negros Occidental on November 6
7, 1998. See Francisco Varona, Negros historia anecdotica de su
Tiqueza y de sus hombres (Manila: General Printing Press, 1921),
162.

27. This is understandable because General Diego de Los Rios or-
dered all troops under his command in Mindanao and the
Visayas to Iloilo where he established the seat of Government
obviously to protect him. .

28. Schumacher, John. The making of a nation (Quezon City:

Ateneo de Manila University Press,1991), 184. In this sense,

Cornelio Fuentes also pointed out that from the haciendas were

recruited the men who made up the revolutionary army. See
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Fuentes, Cornelio R., Apuntes documentados de la revolucion en
toda la isla de Negros. Primera Parte. Iloilo: El Centinela Inc.,
1919, 18.
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