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The teaching of Rizal today, more than fifty years after it had been made into a 

law, has been questioned as to its relevance in the present generation.  How is it 

important with today’s youth?  The ones we have called “pag-asa ng bayan”. 

One of the first things I ask my students as an introduction to the first lesson in 

studying Rizal is “Who is Jose Rizal?”  And many of them will give the most common 

answer I’m sure millions of students and adults have learned through their school years:  

“Our national hero.”  The next question I would ask is: “How do we know Rizal?”  And 

the replies vary, from “the boy from Calamba, Laguna”; “the student from the Ateneo 

and UST”; to “the martyr of Bagumbayan.”  Again, the same answer through a 

generation that learned because of the Rizal Law. 

When our President punctuated his speech to the youth on the occasion of the 

150th anniversary of Rizal’s birth with the words to “Emulate Rizal”, it was a message 

that seemed clear to many.  But when I asked my class how do we “emulate Rizal”, I 

was met with blank stares. Some volunteered their answer that we can do it by being 

nationalistic.  Okay, I said, And how do we do we become nationalistic?  The textbook 

answer was:  “By buying our own products.”  “Do you buy our products?” I retorted.  

Many of them answered, “No.” “So how do we emulate Rizal now?” I asked again.  A 

long silence followed.  I guess it took them a while to realize that they don’t know what 

to do if they want to follow Rizal’s ideals. 
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How we know Jose Rizal is still a problem today. We know at the start that Rizal 

is a hero.  We forget at the same starting point that he was also human.  This dilemma 

was pointed out by popular historian Ambeth Ocampo in the Preface of the 1994 edition 

of his book, Rizal Without The Overcoat: 

“Rizal as a National Hero has been given a peculiar dignity in stone and bronze 

which has set him apart from the common man. Rizal was perfect. Rizal was 

nationalistic.  Rizal was intelligent.  Rizal was a renaissance man, etc.  In short, Rizal is 

a rebuke to ordinary mortals like you and me…This explains why young people today 

cannot relate to Rizal, and why he is always involved by teachers, preachers, and 

politicians” 

Twelve years after Rizal Without The Overcoat came out, we still have that same 

view of Rizal. 

I guess the reason behind this is the same one on how history is taught.  

Students learn Rizal knowing the Who, What, Where, and When. But because they are 

made to memorize it, they forget it as soon as they pass the course. Worse the 

information they learn is sometimes erroneous or outdated.   

One way I teach Rizal is by showing how his world shaped who he was.  Since 

their minds had already been filled with all the facts about him (from the date of his birth, 

the number of sisters that he had; how many girlfriends he had, etc.)  I focus on the 19th 

century milieu that made Rizal.  I called it the “century of change” when inventions were 

cropping up that made life easier, work faster, and communications better.  I pointed out 

several of these things that benefitted Rizal. 
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a) I told my students that the Rizal statues showing him holding a quill pen 

was pretty much symbolic.  I cannot imagine how he wrote his poems, essays, letters 

and his two novels with a bird feather.  The fountain pen was invented in the 1860s and 

was a popular writing instrument in his time. The Rizal Shrine has two of Rizal’s pens.  

And if he would’ve lived longer after 1896, he probably would be typing his works on the 

newly-fangled invention we know now today as the typewriter. 

b) Our visual history greatly changed with the invention of the camera.  Rizal 

and his fellow Filipinos apparently loved the new fad of photography as shown by the 

large number of photos they left behind.  To use a popular term, mahilig sila mag-selfie. 

c) The advent of the money order system in the 1860s eased the sending of 

money to Rizal by his brother Paciano.  The postal system was already modernized that 

receiving and sending mail to other countries usually took one or two weeks instead of a 

month depending on the distance.  Telegraph cables had been laid on the ocean floor 

making communications better and faster.   

In knowing his world teachers can prevent trapping Rizal in the time period he 

lived in or placing him in a compartment with the subject labeled “Rizal” and never going 

beyond his life to relate it with today’s society.  Color Rizal’s life and works by placing it 

in the context of what was happening around him can make it more interesting.  

Jose Rizal’s life must be given importance in the life of everyone. But let us not 

begin teaching it with his beginnings as a boy genius but the beginnings of a child 

growing up in a provincial town to a young man studying in the city; to the adult who 

slowly opened his eyes to the changes of a society he was seeing in Spain but not in his 

country; to the reformist struggling to bring that change; and to the martyr who would die 
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in the throes of a nation that was being born.  And one of the ways to do this is to read 

how others saw Rizal differently. 

The topic I will discuss to you this morning is about Rizal’s nationalism and the 

youth.  Admittedly, it sounds like a topic that has been talked about over and over and 

over again.  Surprisingly, this is true.  And the professors of the Rizal course or those 

who talk about Rizal and youth are apt to use the common sources about Rizal and the 

youth beginning with his college poem, A La Juventud Filipina and ending with the 

stories about his life in Dapitan where he put up an informal school to teach the young 

boys in that rustic place in Mindanao. 

But there seems to be one major work that Rizal seemed to have written where 

he expressed the importance of the youth in the formation of a nation -  his second 

novel, El filibusterismo. 

Jose Rizal’s two novels have been touted in our history and Rizal courses as the 

books that began a revolution. These two books, the Noli me tangere and El 

filibusterismo, have also been touted as the significant works that developed Filipino 

nationalism and gave birth to a nation.  It also placed Rizal as a prominent figure on our 

pantheon of heroes, 

The Noli has been the subject of many discussions.  In fact, it is one of the most 

interpreted works of our national hero.  It had been made into a movie, TV series, a 

musical, opera, and various adaptations in print. 

But what about the Fili?  It is, unfortunately, the least adapted of the two works.  

Rizal’s second novel is rarely discussed as a solo work, playing second fiddle to the Noli 

because, after all, it is the sequel.  But it is this label as a “sequel” may have led to what 
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I believe are misinterpretations of the Fili – specifically it being evidence that our 

national hero was an anti-revolutionist.   

If we were to link the two storylines of the novels, it could easily be said that even 

though Rizal had that original intent to show that reforms were needed in his country (as 

portrayed in the corruption, friar excesses, and injustice in the Noli), he balked when the 

conditions and the moment for a revolution came by killing Simoun/Ibarra (to many, the 

filibustero or the would-be revolutionist) in the end). 

This was, of course, the idea put forth by many nationalists which was eventually 

passed down from generation to generation of teachers and students of the Rizal 

course and Philippine History.  And with this idea, many historians were convinced of 

the idea of questioning Rizal’s role in the revolution and his status as a hero of our 

country which has a tradition of the hero as an active freedom fighter. 

There is a need for a re-examination of the El filibusterismo.  We must, at first, 

distance ourselves from the idea that it is an anti-revolution work.  For how can Rizal be 

an anti-revolutionist when he has witnessed the events in Spain where student 

movements and other groups can take action to change the government for the better? 

The Fili talks about filibusterismo or “filibusters” which means roughly, a 

“troublemaker” or one who also goes against the government.  Who among the 

characters is the filibustero and therefore, the protagonist of the novel? 

The obvious reply that many would make is, of course, is Simoun, the darker 

character of Noli’s Juan Crisostomo Ibarra.  He who planned a revolution to happen by 

recruiting men who resorted to armed means to fight the authorities like Kabesang 

Tales and, later, to recruit some of the university students to join him in his plan. 
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But was Simoun really the symbol of Rizal’s so-called anti-revolution belief?  

Though he may be the protagonist of the novel, was he really the basis for Rizal’s ideas. 

of anti-revolution that modern critics accuse him of having? If one would read the Fili 

closely, what was the purpose of Simoun’s revolution?  He was merely using the tumult 

that would happen to get his fiancée turned nun, Maria Clara, out of the Monasterio de 

Santa Clara.  Is there any noble virtue in his act?  Was Simoun expounding an ideal 

kind of revolution?  Or was he just using it as a guise for a personal vendetta and need? 

No wonder Rizal would later tell his friend and roommate, Jose Alejandrino, when 

they discussed the Fili: 

“Crisostomo Ibarra was an egoist who only decided to provoke the rebellion 

when he was hurt in his interests, his person, his loves and all the other things he held 

sacred.  With men like him, success cannot be expected in their undertakings.” 

So, if it was not Simoun, who is the filibuster? Who were accused of being 

troublemakers by the colonial authorities for trying to foment change? 

If we read the El filibusterismo thoroughly, there is only one set of characters who 

pushed for change – a revolution – an idea that they would like to give for them to 

succeed in their education  These were the university students – Basilio, Juanito 

Pelaez, Makaraig, Placido Penitente, and others.  The young men who decided to better 

themselves in their studies by putting together a plan to put up an academy to learn 

Spanish.  A school that, in their ambitious plan, was supposed be made a part of the 

university. 

But what happened?  Their planned academy was shot down in an instant by the 

colonial authorities.  And to add salt to their wounds, the students were accused of 



7 

 

being troublemakers. Filibusteros.  And when trouble began because of their protests, 

they became the victims of the colonial cruelty of their country 

The Fili is not a novel about being anti-revolutionary.  It is a novel about the 

youth.  The protagonists here who were to make a difference are the students   Note 

also that the characters who move the play are young -  Huli, Basilio, Paulita Gomez, 

Makaraig, Isagani, and Tano.   

But what about the older characters?  This is where Rizal seems to show his 

understanding of the fate of the past generation in the world he envisioned – they either 

die or are condemned to be forgotten.  Kapitan Tiago dies of his opium addiction and 

grief of the loss his daughter to religion.  The Espadañas, once part of San Diego’s 

society, are now relegated to the back story of the novel.  The friars of the Noli are now 

old religious men fighting among themselves and still living with their prejudices against 

the Filipinos.  Yet there are some friars – the younger ones – who try to understand the 

students but hesitate to support them, friars like Padre Fernandez.  Even the 

government officials, like Don Custodio, still remain the inutile colonial officials they 

were in the Noli.  Simoun is wounded by the men he betrayed during his escape from 

the city after the failed revolt and later kills himself to avoid arrest by the guardia civiles.  

Maria Clara, of course, dies in the Monasterio de Santa Clara. 

But the most clear picture of the death of the old generation is in the scene of 

Chapter 38 which Rizal entitled “A Trick of Fate”.  Here he writes of the death of 

Kabesang Tales – now the tulisan Matanglawin - who was shot by his own son, Tano, 

now a member of the Spanish military.  His grandfather, Tandang Selo, was also killed 

by the Spanish soldiers in the same battle.  The symbolism here is clear. 
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But Rizal also tempers the youthful rashness of his protagonists by bringing them 

down to their realities.  Much of this tempering can be seen in the dialog between 

Simoun and Basilio in the forest where they first met in the Noli.  In their conversation, 

Simoun tears apart every aspect of Basilio’s ideas by expounding the necessity of being 

independent in mind, culture, and society.  Simoun’s words are, in fact, signs of the 

thinking of Rizal by the final decade of the 19th century – the changes he envisioned 

after realizing that the fight for assimilation in Spain was becoming futile. 

So, we ask now:  what was the El filibusterismo all about?  It is about a 

revolution.  But not a revolution that we have always envisioned:  an armed revolution 

that ends with a change from the result of violence and bloodshed.  Rather it is a 

revolution of a peaceful change – the kind that Rizal said would be realized if the 

Filipino bettered themselves for their Motherland.  A revolution that would be peaceful if 

one uses his intellect to make the change. 

But unfortunately, it is not a change that would come immediately.  For Rizal, it 

was a slow process – one probably that his generation would only play a small part.  For 

the revolution would be done by the youth of the next generation.  And this is the 

second point of what the Fili was all about. 

Rizal already began this idea in the El filibusterismo using education and 

language as the key points.  But he also foresaw the futility of the medical students’ 

endeavor in putting up a Spanish Academy for he already had a clear idea of the 

oppression of the colonial authorities in the Philippines.  And in that frustrated attempt of 

change, Rizal presents his challenge to the youth in the words of Padre Florentino to 
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continue on with their revolution.  I prefer that I give to you the words in the beauty of 

our language: 

“Nasaan ang kabataang dapat mag-alay ng kaniyang kasariwaan, ng kaniyang 

mga panaginip at sigasig ukol sa kabutihan ng kaniyang Inang Bayan?  Nasaan siya na 

dapat kusang-loob na magbuhos ng kaniyang dugo upang mahugasan ang 

napakaraming kahihiyan, ang napakaraming pagkakasala, ang napakaraming 

kasuklam-suklam?  Dalisay at walang batik dapat ang alay upang tanggapin ang 

kanyang paghahandog!.... Nasaan kayo, mga kabataan, na magsasakatauhan sa sigla 

ng buhay sa aming mga ugat, sa kadalisayan ng pag-iisip na nabulok sa aming mga 

utak, sa apoy ng sigasig na napugto sa aming mga puso?  Hinihintay namin kayo, O 

mga kabataan!  Halikayo, sapagka’t hinihintay namin kayo!” 

If we would like to talk about La Juventud Filipina – the Filipino youth – let the 

poem be the start of Rizal’s dream.  And the Fili as the literary work that showed his 

plans for these young men and women. 

 


