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Nick Joaquin’s A Question of Heroes, first published in 1977, stands as a seminal work in Philippine
historiography and literary criticism. Joaquin, often described as a "cultural apostle,” utilizes this collection of
essays to deconstruct the hagiographic narratives surrounding ten pivotal figures of the Philippine Revolution.
Rather than providing a standard biographical account, Joaquin employs a critical lens to examine the
psychological, social, and political motivations of these figures, questioning the very nature of heroism within the
context of a nascent nation. This article provides a comprehensive technical analysis of Joaquin’s methodology, the
historical framework of the Philippine Revolution, and a detailed breakdown of the ten key figures analyzed in his
work.

The Historiographical Framework: From Hagiography to Critical Analysis

Traditional Philippine history, particularly in the mid-20th century, often leaned toward hagiography—the
idealization of national figures as flawless icons. Joaquin’s A Question of Heroes represents a paradigm shift
toward critical historiography. His approach is characterized by several key technical frameworks:

* The Continuity of the Revolution: Joaquin views the Philippine Revolution not as a series of isolated events
but as a continuous, albeit fractured, process starting from the 1872 Cavite Mutiny and ending with the death of
Artemio Ricarte.

¢ The llustrado-Masa Dialectic: A recurring theme is the tension between the llustrados (the educated elite) and
the Masa (the masses). Joaquin analyzes how class interests influenced revolutionary strategy and outcomes.

» Psychohistory: Joaquin delves into the internal conflicts and character flaws of the heroes, suggesting that
their personal failures were often inextricably linked to the failures of the revolution itself.

e Cultural Contextualization: As a writer deeply invested in the Hispanic heritage of the Philippines, Joaquin
evaluates these heroes within the broader context of Spanish colonial influence and the encroaching American
imperialism.

Table 1: Comparison of Historiographical Approaches



Feature Traditional Hagiography Joaquin’s Critical Historiography

View of Heroes Infallible, divinely inspired icons. Flawed human beings driven by
complex motives.

Narrative Structure Linear, celebratory progression. Cyclical, analytical, and often tragic.

Primary Focus Military victories and moral platitudes. Political philosophy, class dynamics,
and failure.

Role of the Reader Passive recipient of national myths. Active critic questioning the status
quo.

Technical Breakdown of the Ten Key Figures

Joaquin’s analysis centers on ten specific individuals. To understand the depth of his critique, one must examine
the specific "Question” he poses for each figure. The following sections break down the core mechanics of his
arguments for each hero.

1. José Burgos: The Catalyst of 1872

Father José Burgos represents the bridge between the colonial clergy and the emerging Filipino identity. Joaquin
argues that the 1872 execution of Gomburza (Burgos, Gomez, and Zamora) was the definitive moment when the
concept of "The Filipino" was born. The technical significance of Burgos lies in his secularization movement,
which challenged the racial hierarchy of the Spanish friars.

2. Marcelo H. del Pilar: The Political Organizer

Del Pilar is analyzed as the master strategist of the Propaganda Movement. Joaquin highlights his technical
proficiency in journalism and underground organization. However, he also explores the tragedy of Del Pilar's exile in
Spain, where his pragmatic approach often clashed with the more idealistic visions of his contemporaries.

3. Graciano Lopez-Jaena: The Orator as Iconoclast

Lépez-Jaena is presented as the fiery orator of the revolution. Joaquin examines his role in the La Solidaridad and
his eventual disillusionment. The technical focus here is on the power of rhetoric as a revolutionary tooland  the
subsequent burnout of the expatriate intellectual class.

4. José Rizal: The Reluctant Revolutionary

Joaquin’s treatment of Rizal is perhaps his most famous. He questions Rizal’s hesitation to join the armed struggle
of the Katipunan. Joaquin analyzes Rizal through the lens of Hamletian indecision, suggesting that Rizal's
intellectualism made him wary of the chaos of violent revolution, even as his writings made that revolution inevitable.

5. Andrés Bonifacio: The Tragedy of the Supremo

The analysis of Bonifacio focuses on the rupture in leadership. Joaquin examines the power struggle between the
Magdiwang and Magdalo factions. He suggests that Bonifacio’s failure was a failure of political maneuvering rather
than a lack of courage. The technical analysis involves the Tejeros Conventionand the subsequent trial and
execution of Bonifacio.

6. Emilio Aguinaldo: The Pragmatist in Power

Aguinaldo is scrutinized for his leadership during the transition from the revolution against Spain to the war against



the United States. Joaquin focuses on the dictatorial natureof his government and the controversial decisions
made at Biak-na-Bato. He asks whether Aguinaldo’s survivalist instincts ultimately betrayed the revolution’s core
ideals.

7. Apolinario Mabini: The Intellectual Architect

Mabini, known as the "Sublime Paralytic," is analyzed as the legal and philosophical backbone of the First
Philippine Republic. Joaquin looks at his Constitutional Programand his unwavering stance against American
sovereignty. The critique focuses on the isolation of an intellectual giant in a landscape of military pragmatism.

8. Antonio Luna: The Professional Soldier

Joaquin examines the technical military aspects of General Luna’s career. Luna attempted to impose European
military disciplineon a guerrilla army. Joaquin explores the tragic irony that Luna’s greatest enemy was not the
American soldier, but the lack of discipline and the internal jealousies within the Filipino ranks.

9. Gregorio del Pilar: The Romantic Myth

The analysis of the "Hero of Tirad Pass" is a study in romanticized sacrifice. Joaquin deconstructs the myth of the
boy-general, looking at the tactical reality of the defense of Tirad Pass versus the romantic narrative created by
American and Filipino journalists alike.

10. Artemio Ricarte: The Unyielding Exile

Ricarte, the "Viper," represents the end of the revolutionary cycle. By refusing to take an oath of allegiance to the
United States, Ricarte became a living ghost. Joaquin uses Ricarte to illustrate the bitter end of the 1896
generation and the transition into the American colonial era.

Comparative Matrix: Socio-Political Dynamics of the Ten Heroes

To synthesize Joaquin’s findings, the following table maps the socio-political backgrounds and the primary
"conflicts" analyzed in the text.



Hero Social Class Primary Contribution Joaquin’s Core Critique

Burgos Creole/Clergy National Identity The accidental nature of
martyrdom.

Del Pilar llustrado Political Organization The limitations of legalistic
reform.

Lopez-Jaena Middle Class Propaganda/Oratory The instability of the

expatriate life.

Rizal Wealthy llustrado Intellectual Framework The conflict between
reform and revolution.

Bonifacio Urban Proletariat Military Mobilization The inability to bridge class
divides.

Aguinaldo Landowning Class State Formation The sacrifice of principle
for political survival.

Mabini Peasant/Educated Legal Philosophy The failure of logic in times
of war.

Luna Upper Class Military Strategy The clash between
discipline and ego.

G. Del Pilar llustrado/Elite Tactical Sacrifice The danger of
aestheticizing war.

Ricarte Middle Class Symbolic Resistance The irrelevance of the

unyielding in a new era.

Technical Analysis of Joaquin’s Prose and Methodology

Joaquin’s writing style in A Question of Heroes is as significant as the content. As a Senior Technical Writer
would note, the structure of his essays follows a specific rhetorical pattern designed to dismantle established
beliefs:

The "Revisionist" Workflow

1. Thesis Presentation: Joaquin begins by stating the popular, mythologized version of the hero’s life.

2. Evidence Introduction: He introduces historical documents, personal letters, or contemporary accounts that
contradict the popular myth.

3. Psychological Synthesis: He attempts to reconcile the contradictions by analyzing the subject’s personality
and social environment.

4. Counter-Thesis: He concludes with a revised view of the hero, focusing on their human failings as much as
their achievements.

This methodology is highly effective because it does not simply attack the hero; it provides a contextual framework
that makes their failures understandable, if not excusable. For example, in analyzing the conflict between Luna and
Aguinaldo, Joaquin doesn't just side with one; he analyzes the systemic failure of the Philippine Republic's
command structure.



Practical Implementation: Using the Text for Modern Historiography

For students and historians, A Question of Heroes serves as a field guide for Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA).
When applying Joaquin’s methods to modern historical research, one should follow these procedural steps:

Step-by-Step Historical Analysis Procedure

e Step 1: Identify the Narrative. Determine what the "official" story of a person or event is.

e Step 2: Locate the Ruptures. Find the points in history where things went wrong—defeats, betrayals, or
sudden changes in policy.

e Step 3: Analyze the Socio-Economic Context. Investigate the class interests of the parties involved. In the
Philippine context, this often means looking at the Ilustrado vs. Katipunan dynamic.

e Step 4: Evaluate the "Human Factor." Assess how personal ego, fear, or ambition influenced decision-making.

e Step 5: Synthesize a Multi-Dimensional Perspective. Create a narrative that acknowledges both the heroic
intent and the practical failure.

Case Studies in Critical Historiography: Rizal and Bonifacio

The most frequent application of Joaquin’s critique involves the comparison between José Rizal and Andrés
Bonifacio. This is often framed as the "Reform vs. Revolution" debate. Joaquin adds technical depth to this by
suggesting that Rizal was not "anti-revolution” but was instead "anti-failure." Rizal's technical assessment of the
Katipunan’'s readiness (or lack thereof) was, in Joaquin's view, a realistic appraisal that was ignored to the
revolution’s detriment.

Conversely, Joaquin looks at Bonifacio’s leadership in Manila and Cavite. He notes that Bonifacio’s military failures
in the outskirts of Manila (e.g., the Battle of San Juan del Monte) weakened his political standing when he arrived
in Cavite to arbitrate between the local factions. This creates a technical link between tactical military success
and political legitimacy.

Troubleshooting Common Misconceptions of Joaquin’s Work

When studying A Question of Heroes, readers often encounter several conceptual roadblocks. Below are common
errors in interpretation and their solutions:

e Error: Assuming Joaquin is "anti-hero" or trying to "destroy" national symbols.Solution: Understand that
Joaquin is a "cultural apostle." His goal is to make these figures more relatable and their struggles more real,
thereby strengthening the national identity through truth rather than myth.

 Error: Viewing the essays as purely factual biographies.Solution: Treat the essays as critical interpretations.
While based on fact, Joaquin uses the tools of a novelist to explore the "inner lives" of his subjects.

e Error: Disregarding the Hispanic influence as "pro-colonial."Solution: Recognize that Joaquin views the
Hispanic era as the foundational period of the Filipino nation. To him, the revolution was the "coming of age" of a
Hispanic-Filipino culture.

Broader Implications for Philippine National Life

Nick Joaquin’s A Question of Heroes remains essential reading because it forces the reader to confront the
complexity of nation-building. The "Question" he poses is not just about the individuals but about the collective
psyche of a people. By highlighting the "terrible decisions” and internal strife that almost brought the country to its
knees, Joaquin provides a cautionary tale for modern governance and social movements.



The work suggests that the Philippine Revolution failed not just because of American intervention, but because of a
lack of unity and a failure to transcend class boundaries. In the modern era, these same themes—the role of the
elite, the struggles of the masses, and the search for a cohesive national identity—continue to dominate Philippine
political discourse. Joaquin’s critical essays provide the technical vocabulary and the intellectual courage required
to look at the past without blinkers, ensuring that the "drive and inspiration" for a fuller comprehension of cultural
background remains alive in the Filipino consciousness.

Ultimately, Joaquin teaches that heroism is not the absence of failure, but the persistence of a people in the face of
it. By deconstructing our heroes, he does not diminish them; he humanizes them, making their eventual sacrifices
more poignant and their lessons more applicable to the ongoing process of Philippine sovereign development.
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