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"The First Filipino”
Struggle for Freedom and Dignity
Jose Rizal: National Hero

In Berlin a young Asian completed on the 21st February
1887 a novel which unleashed the first revolution in Asia and
brought independence to the Philippines a few years later.
However, it brought to the writer four years of exile and death
by execution a few months before the national independence
of his country. He wrote: "You die only once and if it is not
for a just cause, then a good opportunity is irretrievably lost."
Noli Me Tangere (Do not Touch Me) is the title of the novel
written in the Spanish language by the 26 years old eye doctor
Jose Rizal. It deals with things which until then have not been
spoken by anyone in our country because they are so delicate
that nobody can touch them. As a matter of fact, there was
only one theme which touched and fascinated Rizal - the social
and political situation in the Philippines - and only one goal
which appeared worth dying for - freedom. He did not have
any political program but his literary and scientific works
constitute an expression of a life-long rebellion.

The response to the novel was tremendous. The censorship
of the deeply affected Spaniards banned the book calling it
heretical, shameful and sedicious enough to stir up the Phil-
ippines against the shaky Spanish world empire.

The dream of independence and national dignity fulfilled
Rizal wherever he lived. The Spanish philosopher and writer
Miguel de Umanuno rightly described him as a "Tagalog
Christian who suffered in the Garden of Gethsemane”.

Jose Rizal - contemporary of Ghandi, Tagore and Sun-Yat-
sen and like them the forerunner and founder of Asian
Independence - was born on 19th of June 1861 in Calamba, a
day’s ride from Manila. He was the seventh of eleven children
of a reputed and highly learned family of Chinese-Japanese-
Malayan-Spanish origin. Brought up by the Jesuits in Manila,
he begun in 1882 the study of medicine, philosophy and
philology in Madrid. After successfully passing his exam in
all the three disciplines, Rizal was seized by the "Wanderlust
of the Malays", and he spent the years 1885 to 1892 in Paris,
Heidelberg, Japan, the USA, Hongkong, London and Berlin.
He evoke the enthusiasm of the people wherever he went; he
engaged himself in literature, history and ethnography of his
native country. He has the gift of looking into the future and,
just as others described their past, he wrote what he expected
and what awaited him. When in 1892 he thought of returning
to Manila, against the advice of his friends, he conceded: "I
want to return. And even if it is reckless and unwise, what
does it matter? We Filipinos are always cautios."”

After his return, the eye doctor worked for sometime in
Calamba, where he formed the "La Liga Filipina" which
called for national unity, justice and social reforms. A few
weeks later, Rizal was arrested and exiled to Dapitan in
Mindanao. While in exile he exchanged an extensive corre-
spondence with well-known European orientalists, collected
and classified insects, birds, butterflies and plants (many rare
species have been named after him). He established a school
and an agricultural cooperative, dealt with several Filipino
dialects and wrote the grammatical base of Tagalog. Until his
death, he did not sever the contacts by letter with the Austrian

and expert on the Philippines, Ferdinand Blumentritt whose
"Reisen in die Philippinen" (Travels to the Philippines),
appeared in 1873. "Like Goethe and Schiller, like Horacio and
Virgil, like the brothers Humbolt, so also will Blumentritt and
Rizal remain in the memory of the Filipino people.” -Rizal
Annotated

Rizal volunteered in 1896 from his exile as a soldier for the
Spanish Cuban Army. But as he was proceeding on his
journey, the rebellion of Katipunan, the freedom movement
of the Philippines, broke out with the Spaniards suspecting
him-rightly-as the soul of this movement. Although he did not
participate in the rebellion, Rizal was arrested, brought back
to Manila, produced before a military court and executed on
30th December 1896 in Luneta (now Rizal Park). Jose Rizal
died as a Christian martyr. His last words were: Consumma-
tum est." He did not get a Christian burial.

Thus ended at the age of 35 the life of the first Filipino
whom the Asian neigboring peoples described later as the
pride of the Malay race. "As long as our world does not forget
the suppressed,” writes de Umanuno about Rizal, "so long
will his work last."

Source: Merian Series on the Philippines




