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The Philippines

“A piece of Latin America in Asia” is a succinct
label for the Philippines, the only Christian -
predominantly Catholic- country in Asia.
Although fairly well-developed prior to con-
tacts with other countries (commerce with
China, Indochina, Malaysia, India and Arabian
countries 500 years previous) this archipelago
of 7000 islands came under the Spanish crown
like most of Latin America for several hun-
dred years. It was the Portuguese explorer,
Ferdinand Magellan, in Spain’s service, who
discovered the islands on March 16, 1521. At
that time, the area was already in the throes of
islamization, having been exposed from the
14th century to missionaries from the Arab
world. Spain’s sovereignty over the Philip-
pines was however fully established by the
17th century. Magellan’s voyage to search for
spices -worth their weight in gold in Europe
then - has actually changed the world’s cultu-
ral, political and economic geography.

From the very beginning, however, the Fili-
pinos were fierce freedomfighters. At the
hands of the native chieftain of Mactan, the
bolo- skirmishing Lapu-lapu, Magellan met
his Maker when he tried to mediate a local
dispute. Throughout almost 400 years of
Spanish rule, there were a number of sporadic
revolts although without success. At the turn
of the century when Filipinos, students in
Europe, brought home liberal ideas and nur-
tured dreams of independence, the struggle
for freedom began and climaxed in the Revo-
lution of 1896. Dr Jose Rizal -opthalmologist,
linguist, novelist - was the major reformist
who literally had to give up his life when his
incendiary novels became too much for the
frailocracy. Rizal's execution later fuelled the
flames of revolution: Andres Bonifacio, leader
of a fraternity called the Katipunan, took to
armed struggle, inspired by Rizal’s heroism.
Two years later, on June 12, 1898, the Spanish
regime buckled down. Finally the leaders of
the revolution, this time with Emilio Agui-

naldo as President, proclaimed the nation free,
the very first republic in Asia.

Fate would play cruel though. It would take
50 more years of American rule interrupted by
5 years of Japanese occupation during WWII
before Filipinos could finally be masters of
their own House.

The Filipinos in Denmark
An overlooked, invisible group in Denmark,
Filipinos are quietly adjusting to the new life
without giving up their culture, family values
and religion. They arrived when Denmark was
experiencing an upswing economy; men and
women in equal numbers and without family
initially, almost at the same time -in the late
60’s- as Denmark’s oldest immigrant group-
ings, the Moroccans, the Turks, Pakistanis, etc.

Although many of them were university-
educated, the Filipino immigrant workers had
to take up jobs in factories and in the service
sector. Their relative lack of Danish language
skills esp. among the older generation has
however not affected their good status in the
labour market. The younger generation natu-
rally now has language skills but perhaps lack
knowledge of their parents’ culture, language
and traditions.

Today, ethnic Filipinos supposedly total ca.
8000 but officially only 2000 since many may
have acquired Danish passports (citizenship)
in the meantime. Almost all are Catholics and
they comprise a significant part of the 32 000
Catholics in Denmark. As to the so-called
“Third Stage” in life -the otium- some of the
older guard have already gone home, mostly
those have made a golden nest through years
of stable incomes. But for many, it will be a
dilemma whether to remain in Denmark and
continue to see children and grandchildren, or
go home to a comfortable life. One thing is
sure: the family remains the most important
anchor institution for any Filipino whether at
home or abroad.
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