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Abstract
The Philippines is a developing country with a history of being colonized by powerful western nations. Throughout this history, colonizers introduced books and libraries as methods to control their new colony. Spain controlled what literature was permitted into the country, destroying anything they deemed contrary to their religious mission. The United States used libraries and education to make the Filipino citizens more “civilized” and to control the narrative surrounding their occupation. Despite these efforts, Filipinos were able to use the tools created to work against them to uplift their own culture and history. However, the country is still unstable as it continues to recover from colonialism and conflict, leaving libraries as an afterthought, despite their necessity to citizens. Libraries are also still governed by western standards that do not center Asian culture, meaning libraries and librarianship are still trying to find their identity, relying on the heritage of early Filipino librarians who reclaimed the colonial institutions. 
Keywords: libraries, Philippines, Philippine libraries, colonialism, American imperialism






Philippine Libraries: Colonization to Reclamation
Introduction
	The Philippines is a country with a history of many colonizers and revolutions. For much of early recorded Filipino history, the archipelago was ruled by the Spanish. Following the Spanish-American War of 1898, rule transferred to the United States until 1946. In more recent Philippine history, there was the Japanese invasion from 1941-1945 and the Marcos era of martial law from 1972-1981. In the background of these historical events, libraries and literature were established and developed. The research in this paper will focus primarily on libraries in the Spanish and U.S. colonial eras. Questions considered in this research are:  How were libraries used by colonizers as tools to maintain power in the Philippines? How did Filipinos fight back against occupiers to reclaim libraries for native use? Evidence from scholars suggests that Spanish colonizers used libraries as a tool to separate themselves from natives, while American colonizers used them as a tool to convince Filipinos that they “needed” the American government to civilize the country. Eventually Filipinos were able to govern their own country and their own libraries, but history often leaves echoes in the modern era. This begs the question: how are the effects of past colonial rule still evident in Philippine libraries today? 
Spanish Colonization and Censorship
Spain invaded the Philippines in 1565 and ruled the country until the end of the Spanish-American war in 1898. Over the course of Spain’s 333-year reign, they established colonial libraries for religious purposes, with strict standards on what materials were permitted not only in libraries, but the country as a whole. After all, libraries and information belonged to the Spanish, not the natives. Hernadez’s 1996 article states, “Spanish secular literature spread fast during the sixteenth century but this type of literature did not reach the Philippines until some- time later. The King wanted no distraction in the evangelization of their new subjects; only religious literature” (p. 322). While literature and secular knowledge were developing throughout Europe, it was seen as counterproductive to maintaining control of Native Filipinos. In order to mitigate the possibility of “distracting” literature entering the country, the book trade was strictly regulated. Many European materials still did not find their way into the country at a large rate due to strictly regulated trade and the ongoing Spanish Inquisition. Books incoming through the legal route, including personally owned texts, were examined for prohibited work, and destroyed if any forbidden materials or ideas were found. However, these prohibited materials still found their way into the country, at great risk to the individual merchants and agents transporting them (Hill, 2017). Beginning in the eighteenth century, restrictions on permitted materials began to loosen and the book trade expanded, allowing new ideas into the country. While this was an essential development to the intellectual growth of the country, Hernandez makes the important note that they received these new ideas and literature long after they had already been established in European counterparts, “New concepts spread: libraries for popular use, public libraries, library services, national libraries . . . But the European powers forgot about their colonies. These ideas would only reach the Philippines in the nineteenth century” (Hernandez, 1996a, p. 322).
As stated, the few established Spanish libraries mirrored those of medieval Europe; they were small and maintained in religious institutions to be used by the clergy and members. There are theories that there were libraries and books established by native islanders, but that they were burned as means of control. “Many opinions have been given about the existence of native libraries in the country before the arrival of the Spaniards. Some say that these documents were systematically destroyed by the missionaries” (Hernandez, 1996b, p. 13). Much like the book trade, libraries did not become commonplace until the end of Spanish rule. In his book, Hernandez notes the small libraries in convents and monasteries and states, “it can be concluded that the earliest Spanish idea of a public library was that: (1) it was attached to an institution controlled somehow by the state; and (2) it offered free library services. There is no record of the existence of any public library until the creation of the Museo-Biblioteca de Filipinas on August 12, 1887” (1996b, p. 63). While we do not know much about Spanish colonial libraries, largely due to instances of destruction and the return of many materials to Spain following the Filipino revolution and American takeover in 1898, it is clear that these libraries had an important impact on Filipino literacy and the development of libraries in the country. 
United States Imperialism and Westernization
Following the Spanish-American war in 1898, the United States took over the Philippine Islands, despite the fact that the Filipino natives had fought the prior colonizers for their independence and that many U.S. citizens found it contradictory to the American legacy that had been established at the time. The U.S. believed that it was their responsibility to “civilize and westernize” the islands in order to spread democracy and to join the other major powers on the imperial stage. An important aspect of this plan was to establish a public education system in the Philippines focused on promoting and upholding American values (Hernanez, 2001, p. 335). As part of this effort, the U.S. began to build the Philippine Library, originally intended for U.S. citizens inhabiting the country, with access later expanded to include Filipinos. Luyt (2022) describes the role the library played for the colonizers as well as the role it played for the natives, “Both sides needed the library: the Americans, to demonstrate their benevolence and as a test of Filipino capability; the Filipinos, to continue their covert resistance to US imperialism and their journey to independence” (p. 114). Filipinos were able to create a home for their own history and culture, but the U.S. still maintained control over the narrative. 
One such instance of this narrative control was the presence of Philippine exhibits at world fairs throughout the U.S. (Luyt & Sagun, 2021). The Philippines was an “example” of successful American imperialism and exhibits were created to convince the American citizens that holding the Philippines was a benefit to both Americans and Filipinos, while ignoring the disapproval from citizens of both nations. At the 1915 fair held in San Francisco, the Philippine Library was given an opportunity to display a collection of facsimiles of historical materials and recently published titles by Filipinos. This display not only presented the history and culture of the country, but it implicitly criticized the prior exhibits that upheld the dehumanization and perceived “uncivilized” nature of Filipino citizens; the 1915 display presented views that contradicted Asian stereotypes. While this message was noble, the exhibit still upheld the belief that the Philippines relied on the U.S. for modern institutions such as libraries. It also promoted the “Black Legend” of Spanish colonial rule, citing that it was essential to violently liberate the Philippines from the “backwards Spanish” (Luyt & Sagun, 2021, p. 41-44). This intentionally omits the Filipino role in liberating themselves before the arrival of Americans as well as their already existing libraries and plans for future institutions. 
To this day, libraries in the Philippines are intrinsically tied to the United States, due to the influence of their half-century of westernization. Philippine libraries rely on American cataloging and classification standards because they never had a chance to create their own. These standards are already controversial, as they tend to uphold western supremacy and outdated stereotypes, and in the context of Philippine libraries these standards reflect and center the United States, rather than the country of origin. “He thought the Philippine Library had the same role as the Library of Congress in the US, arguing that it needed not only collections of locally relevant material, but books on ‘American and European history, travel and description, economics and allied subjects’” (Luyt, 2022, p. 120). It is true that Filipinos were able to utilize the tools provided by their colonizers to record and preserve their own history and culture, but this process and further growth is undeniably stunted by the country’s instability after centuries of foreign oppression.  
Filipino Reclamation of Libraries
Despite the constant shifting of powers and instability, native Filipinos fought to maintain their own culture and tell their own story. While Americans began the process of modernizing and creating new libraries, Filipinos were ultimately the ones to make them Philippine libraries. “American pioneers introduced modern library standards, while Filipinos contributed with their collections, scholarly support, and leadership” (Hernandez, 2001, 336). From national hero and bibliophile, José Rizal, to dedicated students eager to study librarianship and reclaim colonizer libraries for their own country, the cause of cultural liberation and independence was a constant in the imperial regimes. 
José Rizal is primarily known for his activism and martyrdom during Spanish rule. However, historical documents show that he was also a bibliophile with a collection of more than two-thousand books; acquired both locally and in his travels across Europe (Perez & Cruz, 2020, p. 56). His book collection would ultimately become evidence that libraries were not necessarily introduced by colonizers, but that natives also had the intelligence and means to build and categorize library collections. Rizal created bibliographic cards for retrieval purposes in his personal library. These cards are important historical documents as well a historical library source, as the number of them constitutes a card catalog (Perez & Cruz, 2020, p. 57-58). They are of great historical importance as Rizal’s collection was lost after his death and these cards inform historians of many of the books he owned and his subjects of interest. Rizal’s work and study of librarianship in Europe marks him as one of the earliest Filipino catalogers. He represents an important intersection of library history and Philippine history. 
Another essential step towards independence and library ownership for Filipinos was new legislation passed in 1915 that permitted Filipinos to hold government positions and pursue library education. Brazzeal explains how specific Filipino students, known as pensionados were given the opportunity to study advanced programs at universities in the United States. The original library science pensionados were Gabriel A. Bernardo, Jose Munda, Cirilo B. Perez, and Eulogio B. Rodriguez at University of Wisconsin (2023, p. 8). Following their return to the Philippines, they were eventually promoted to administrative roles in libraries, placing many libraries, including the National Library of the Philippines, in native hands. These intelligent Filipino librarians continued the trajectory of reclaiming the American imperial libraries as tools for their own country’s history and education.
The Modern Philippine Library
The modern Philippines is still a developing country, likely due to constant destabilization from colonizing forces, mass destruction during World War II, and the era of martial law enacted by President Ferdinand Marcos. Although the libraries were heavily influenced by American systems, they look quite different from what one knows an American library to be. The most robust libraries are typically housed by academic institutions, rather than local governments and communities. While there are large public libraries in major cities and hubs, the more common public library is a small “barangay reading room.” These more common libraries are often neglected and do not have the required staff and resources available to adequately serve the municipalities they exist in. In 2014, Quezon City issued an ordinance to establish standards, such as staffing, funding, and necessary materials, required by these reading centers. This ordinance builds on the 1994 Republic Act No. 7743 that declared that libraries and reading centers must be established throughout the archipelago to improve the low and declining literacy rates among citizens (Manila Times, 2014). This and other library laws indicate a love of libraries and education, as well as a plan forward, though the way has been and will continue to be a difficult one.
Philippine Librarianship
There are debates on what defines “Philippine Librarianship” as a concept. Often region-based librarianship entails a specialization or the practice of librarianship in a specific area. However, since Philippine libraries were directly influenced by colonizers, their practice of librarianship is not necessarily unique to the Philippines. Obille & Buenrostro discuss this concept in addition to the strict standards the country has set for required education and skills that licensed librarians must possess. They argue that this legislation does not define Philippine librarianship, but rather “improves the condition” (2015, p. 82). The fact of the matter is that Philippine librarianship cannot be separated from its past, but it can be focused on pride in country and culture; emphasis on the historical and continued reclamation of libraries in order to preserve that culture so that it was not lost to the colonizers’ narratives. Another essential aspect of defining Philippine librarianship is critical librarianship; the understanding that the modern definition of libraries and librarianship is often built upon oppressive systems. Drabinski explains this concept in the context of librarianship in the Philippines, “An analysis that takes international contexts seriously might attend to the ways library structures -- from the training programs offered in Wisconsin to the donations of American books that shaped collections… served and continue to serve as an extension of the American Empire” (2021, p. 14). Since libraries in the Philippines are heavily defined by colonial influence, it is important to understanding why it is difficult for them to stand as their own entity and understanding how colonialism still impacts the country in the modern era. 
Continued Impact of Colonialism
The Philippines is a culturally diverse place due to the different colonial regimes. While this diversity is welcomed and celebrated, the colonizer impact has also cut off many indigenous stories and perspectives. Punzalan explains that archival collections are “Patterned after the European and North American models of archival education, it is greatly biased towards the administration of written and textual records that is more of the concern of colonial and urban/contemporary records. Indigenous knowledge and oral traditions are currently not explicitly considered” (2005, p. 292). There is little evidence of record keeping and preservation from before colonial occupation, as the island natives likely kept histories and legends orally and through performance. It is essential for archivists to preserve what was saved as well as modern records, but they face difficulties due to limited qualified archivists to teach new archivists and the fact that current library science programs are based on western standards, which do not consider indigenous voices or traditions.
A history of instability has left the country in a constant state of development. This is especially noticeable in libraries. In an article published in 1982, shortly after the end of Marcos’s dictatorship, Australian librarian Rasmussen recounts that the National Library allocated a certain number of books to each library in the country, but that many librarians were never able to obtain these books because they did not have the means to travel to Manila to pick them up. She also notes that many collections were outdated and badly damaged, with books simply being repeatedly repaired and recirculated rather than essentially weeded. Librarians did not have adequate time or training to maintain the collection, and were hesitant to do so as the funding they received for new books was slim. Since there were few Philippine-produced books, most new materials were expensive to obtain. Another issue cited was poor pay and working conditions, which did not attract the required licensed librarians, resulting in underqualified staff.
A more recent report conducted and published by the National Library of the Philippines in 2018 shows that many of the issues faced by libraries in the 1980’s are still present, even though measures have been taken to improve the state of libraries and librarianship. Early on in the report, researchers summarize the current library statistics and issues (p. 2-3). About half of the public libraries in the country are in municipalities, followed by 21% in barangays (the Philippine equivalent of a village or small town), 19% in cities, and the remaining 9% in provinces. The report states that, “The actual total numbers of public libraries in the Philippines however, only make up 3% of the ideal as prescribed by the law” (p. 2). In addition to not having enough libraries to meet the needs of the citizens, a majority of these libraries have less than five librarians, with some libraries having none. Collections are limited, with 79% of public libraries having less than 10,000 books, severely limiting users’ access to information. Most public libraries (85%) also do not keep a record or list of their collections. This issue “may be attributed to the lack and absence of licensed librarians in many of the public libraries. There is a need to encourage and train library staff to the basics and standards of library practice” (p. 3). Requirements for librarian licensure in the Philippines are strict, but due to educational expenses there is a shortage of qualified librarians, forcing libraries to hire those without the knowledge or training to maintain a library and its collection, or to simply not have library staff at all. 
While improvements to libraries and their collections were made between 1982 and 2018, issues such as collection development and adequate staffing still plague the modern Philippine library. Local and national governments do not prioritize libraries as they should, likely due to the other challenges the country faces as it continues to stabilize in the modern world. However, the continued development of these libraries and the establishment of laws on the creation and standards of quality for libraries indicate that it is an area of importance to many leaders and communities. 

Conclusion
Filipino scholar Vicente S. Hernandez states, “Asia has had a complex history of freedom and domination that has in turn shaped contemporary events” (2001, p. 329), which has certainly been true in the case of the Philippines. Despite challenges faced by the Filipino people, their libraries continue to develop and are monuments to their national pride and history. The history of the Philippines in rooted in colonialism and imperialism, but also the resiliency of a people eager for independence. This resiliency is seen in the reclamation of colonial library institutions for native use. However, due to the length and intensity of colonialism, especially from the American empire, the library systems are still shaped by Anglo-American standards that do not center Philippine culture and experiences. Modern libraries in the country are still trying to become reliable information systems for the people, but are lacking resources and/or neglected due to the instability from colonialism and other conflicts. All this said, the Philippine-established standards for librarianship indicate that the country and the people are passionate about their libraries, as do the large strides in library development and law in recent decades. Inevitably, Philippine history is still being written, and future developments in information will continue to be seen. 






References
Brazzeal, B. (2023). The University of Wisconsin and the development of librarianship in the Philippines. Libraries: Culture, History, and Society, 7(1), 1-24. https://doi.org/10.5325/libraries.7.1.0001
Drabinski, E. (2021). Critical librarianship in a global context. Philippine Journal of Librarianship & Information Studies (PhJLIS), 41(2), 13–16. https://library.indianapolis.iu.edu/cgi-bin/proxy.pl?url=https://search-ebscohost-com.proxy.ulib.uits.iu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=177408534&site=ehost-live 
Hernandez, V. S. (1996a). The Spanish colonial library institutions. Philippine Studies, 44(3), 321-348. https://doi.org/10.13185/2244-1638.4661
Hernandez, V. S. (1996b). History of books and libraries in the Philippines: 1521-1900. The National Commission for Culture and the Arts: Manila.
Hernandez, V. S. (2001). Trends in Philippine library history. Libraries & Culture, 36(2), 329-344. https://doi.org/10.1353/lac.2001.0034
Hill, M. (2017). The book trade in the colonial Philippines. Book History, 20, 40-82. https://doi.org/10.1353/bh.2017.0001
Luyt, B. (2022). A golden age of library development: The social and political context of the Philippine library in Manila in the early years of the twentieth century. Library and Information History, 38(2), 112-131. https://doi.org/10.3366/lih.2022.0111
Luyt, B., & Sagun, K. K. (2021). The American colonial state on display: the Philippine library exhibit at the 1915 Panama-Pacific international exposition. Library & Information History, 37(1), 35–48. https://doi.org/10.3366/lih.2021.0045
Macapagal, M. J. R. (2018). Status report of Philippine public libraries and librarianship: Final research report. National Library of the Philippines. https://web.nlp.gov.ph/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/NLP%20Publications/Status%20of%20Philippine%20Public%20Libraries%20and%20librarianship%20%281%29.pdf
Manila Times. (2014, November 7). Quezon city ordinance no. SP-2311, S-2014, August 14, 2014. Supreme Court E-Library. https://elibrary.judiciary.gov.ph/thebookshelf/showdocs/10/64956
Obille, K. L. B. & Buenrostro, I. S. (2015). Defining Philippine librarianship. Journal of Philippine Librarianship, 35(A-LIEP 2015 Special Issue), 70-84.
Perez, M. J. V., & Cruz, R. C. (2020). José Rizal’s bibliographic cards: Document history, analysis, and the need for recognition. Philippine Journal of Librarianship & Information Studies (PhJLIS), 40(2), 53–84. https://library.indianapolis.iu.edu/cgi-bin/proxy.pl?url=https://search-ebscohost-com.proxy.ulib.uits.iu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=177415564&site=ehost-live
Punzalan R. (2005). Cultural diversity and post-colonial realities: Challenges of archival training in the Philippines. Archives & Manuscripts, 33(1), 289-293. https://publications.archivists.org.au/index.php/asa/article/view/9785 
Rasmussen, R. (1982). Public Libraries in the Philippines. The Australian Library Journal, 31(2), 34–40. https://doi.org/10.1080/00049670.1982.10755452




