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§ By Crissy Guerrero, NTFP-EP

. Phong looked at his baby, Kim Ngoc, smiled
and shared with us his story. Over a year ago,
his wife, Tien, was complaining of pains in the
lower abdomen. Phong decided to bring her to
the doetor trained in Western medicine. To his
dismay, the doctor pronounced that his wife
had a grave illness in her kidney and she had
to be operated on immediately or she would

528 never be able to deliver another baby. Phong
¥ did not believe the doctor and instead bet with
him that he would be able to heal his wife
with medicines from forest plants. Kim Ngoc
was proof enough that he had won that wager.

{continued on next page ...}
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healers including traditional birth attendants, but only
women were asked to go to the health workshops.
When women were offered participation in socio-
economic projects, which they greatly appreciated,
their productive roles took on more of their time,
though there was no corresponding lessening of time
for the reproductive tasks. And yet men could not be
seen taking on more reproductive roles.

But why care about all these? For me, the answers
lie in talking with the village women. In public they
would staunchly declare that they felt that they were
equals, that they trusted the men to make the right
decisions for the household in public assemblies, that
they were content with their roles and their life. But
in more intimate conversations, they would share
their aspirations about being able to explore the world
beyond their mountains and their forests, about wanting
to completw formal education and acquiring a job if
only they were not yet tied to the care of the children
and the home, about their own ideas for a better
community which were never taken into consideration
because these differed from the ideas of their men.

Even the men of indigenous communities had less
opportunities — when compared with mainstream
societies — to explore the world, to go school, to get a
regular job, to have a voice in public, and the like. But
it was very evident that the indigenous women had
much, much less opportunities. If we say that we are
engaging in development work to help bring about a
better society, then the opportunities should be made
available for both the women and the men — it should
be a better society for both the men and the women.

Many months and many treks later to other rural
communities, I was to realize that the situation in this
Manobo community in relation to gender was not
unique.

Gender isn’t and shouldn’t be about the battle of the
sexes. Becoming “equal” does not mean becoming “the
same,” a frequently pointed out fear. Being gender-
responsive should be about helping both women and
men to shape their personhood and to develop their full
human potential, without being constrained by societal
expectations of what a man or a woman should be and
can only be.

But I hope for another chance to go back to this
particular community. I hope that when I do, I will find
that the women’s secret dreams are no longer secret.
More than that, I hope that these dreams are on their
way to being realized. For if we want to hear the voices
from the forests, the united chorus of both women
and men will certainly be heard more than the lonelier
sound of only half the community, if only the men or
only the women were allowed to have a voice.
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