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14 Gambling on Life and Death
Neoliberal Rationality and the Films
of Jeffrey Jeturian

Bliss Cua Lim

commrtted to exposing the ways in which the personar is always cross-
hatched with the social a.nd the porit icar, f i lmmaker J.ff;;rJ.;;; ian,s most
memorable work traces the relenrless conversion of 

"il 
for.,', of sociar expe-

rience into economic transacrions. In interviews, the Fil ipino fi lm director
has disti l led the essence of his feature fi lms: ..personal, 

intimate stories that
say a lot about our sociar and polit ical realit ies,"l ,.rrrrinf in-an oeuvre
that offers a sustained consideration of commodification: t"he commodifi-
cation of sex (in Pila Balde [Fetch a pail of warer], r999),of traumatic rife
histories-(in Tuhog [Larger than Life], z}ot), oi ' lou. u nri i i t shower,
2.004), 

.of news reporta ge (in Bikini Oper, ZOOS1, of death, gri.f; 
"rra 

f,op.(in Kubrador [Bet collector], 2005). Asked ro commenr on the thematic of
commodification in his fi lms, Jeturian has remarked that such rransactions
reveal of relations of exploitation and oppression.2

This.chapter explores the rerevance oi^wendy Brown,s norion of neolib_
eral rationality-a "conduct of conducr" in which subjects internarize their
subjectivation as entrepreneur-cirizens-to rhe fi t-r 'of j. i i ..y j.turi"n.,
Brown contends that neoliberalism is more than a s..ie, Lf ..ono-ic p.o-
cesses; rather, it is a suffusive polit icar rationality, a form of gou;r.r-.nt"l-
ity trat reaches beyond the state and the economy to pervade every sphere
of l i fe. "Neo-liberalism carries a sociar analysis,,, Brown writes, which
"reaches from the soul of the citizen-subject io education policf ro prac-
tices of empire." For Brown, the Foucauldian concept of governmentality
underscores the role of internalized mentalit ies and calls our attention to
how citizen-subjects are formed under neoliberarism, 

", 
opforJ to being

controlled, repressed, or punished.a rhe logic of the market'en.roaches on
every sphere of life that might be considered independent of economic cal_
culation and hollows 

9ut, in the process, moral a.ri .thi."t fr i.r. if les-l ikesocial justice and egalitarianism-that are not rooted in markei Iogics ofproft, pragmatism' 
'r 

expediency. j 
Though the commodification of affect

and experience sccrrs crrc()rrlpassed by thelassical Marxis, ,n.o.y of reif i_
cat ion'  wendy lJrrwr s. ,+rcsrs that  the newness <l f  neol iberal  rat ional i ty
I ies in i ts capaciry r ,  "1 '1 ' ;11 11 l r t ,y, .d t l rc rrrarkct ."  LJndcr nc<l l i l rcral ism, , ,a l l
d inrcrrs i , r rs. f  htr  r r r r r  l i l r . r r r r . t ; rst  i r  t r , r r ts, f  i l  , l i l rkcr r r r r i . r r r r l i ty . , ,  Markct



l f iO l l l tss (  . t r , t  I  t t t t

val t res pcrtr lcatc cvcl t  l l ( ) l lccol l ( ) l l l ic  sPl tcrcs,  r t ' l r ; t t t l i t tg thc st l l tc  l ls  i l  l l l l l l ' l ( ( ' l

actor and reaching.u.n i f - . , .  r r<lst  i r tc l iv idr t r r t .c l  scrr lc. f  pcrs. t ra l  l i fc '  I i . r '

Brown, neoliberaliSm is no mere aggregate of ec<ltt<ltrl ic policics; instcrrcl ' rt

is a polit icalrationatitf tt,ut.., inuoiuis Jxtending and disseminating mirrl<t't

values to a[ l  inst i tut ions and soclal  act lon'

Whether in Pita i l ia'-, *i"te sex is l inked as much to emotional dcv

astarion 
", 

,o ..orro*iJd.rp.r"rio.r, or.in Kubrador, whose bet-collecting

: tnro numbers that can be played for

tade iueteng'  Jetur ian's f i lms marl i

'mation of sociaI individuals into cri l

neoliberal formation of the nationtrl

matlon of the public sphere have bee rr

: production of cit izens as individurrl

:nsions of their l ives [and thel reduc-

<ercising this entrepreneurship"'7

r rrruuE,,r ' i la BalJe and Kubradot"' this chaptcr

traces two levels at *t ' i tn both fi lms operate to expose the workings ol

rrc<rliberal rationality in ihe Phil ippint' '  Fi"t '  Jeturian's diegeti 'c elabora-

tion of commodific;t; i ; story worlds where sex' longing' death' antl

grief becom. ,uU1..t io tcottomic calculation' Second' the extra-cinematt(

dimensions of Fil ipino i i- p.odu.tion in the contexr of economic crisis

and polit icat .orrupiion' Rtlt""d in 1999' Pila Balde's conditions of pr<r

duction register th. 
"f ierrhocks 

of the economic collapse of Asia's so-callctl

..t iger econo-i.r,, in' igg7, *n." neoliberal tenets led to financial crisis irr

Asia.8 Intend.a,o ri i . ia national industries from financial stresses and tt '

foster global competit iveness' the economic and cultural policies that fol

lowed the tggz .r,ri;h"J-.rnfo."r."n effects on-screen. My consideratiorr

of Pila Balde,a low-budget pito-pito fi lm' indexes the desperate measurcs

phil ippine fi l- studios idopt"d to 
-eath.r 

the "crisis of Phil ippine cttr

ema" in the late 19t0;, *n"n tttt "steadily dropping box office returns ol

i 'Gi"" f i lms, the .u"t"ty devaluation brought on by- the Asian economt..

crisis, and prohibit ive government taxation (with 30 perc.ent of a fi lnr' '

profits going to the natLnal amusement tax) caused the industry to flottrt
yd;; ';;"";;;;h. 

, i.r." ,"r., .f Hollywood fare."e Seven years later, in 2006,

Kubrador*", ,.t."rJ in the wake of another sequence of state crises: t ltt '

polit ical scandals 
"?Jooi 

that implicated the First Gentleman of the Philrlr

pines, Mike ArroYo, in PaYoffs from t

Prominent iueteng scandals recall not r

Phil ippine President Gloria Macapal

the irior administration of Presider

whose ouster bY mass Protests
huge iuetengpayoffs tothe nation's highest leader'

whereas both Jiegetic and exrra-cinematic aspects of Pila Baldc t||. l

Kubrador i l luminate the workings of  neol iberal ism in the Phi l ippirr t ' ' '

mychapteralsowrcst lcswit | r thecl t rcst i< lnofaf fcct()r t ( ) l lc inbot l r f i l r r r ' '

( , , t t t r l t lut . \  r t t t  I  i l r '  , t t t t l  I ) r r t l l r  l lJ  I

. fct t t r r i tn 's f i l t t ts  corts isrcrr t ly  l t ' , r t r r r . 's l r r r r r  t lwcl lcrs rrrr t l  t l rc rr  l l l r r r r  1 ' roor ' ,  brr t

. fctLrrrrrrr  hrrs rc1-rcrr t t ' t l  ly  strr t t ' t l  l r is  r t ' l r rsrr l  to rorrrant ic izc p()vcrty through
nrelodra nra,  prc icrr i  r rg "s i  r r rp l t '  soe i r r  l  rea l  is t  stor ics" r  r  instead:

My quarrel  wi th local  f i  lnrs is that  they usual ly romant ic ise or drama-
tise poverty-which is not t l.re way Fil ipinos look at poverty. I myself
am amazed at the disposition of the Fil ipinos. They enjoy l ife and that's
what I wanted to capture in my fi lm. Not even poverty can stop them
from loving, from keeping on [with] their struggles, from living, and
I hope that is clear in my fi lm because in the end, the message is, even
if there's so much tragedy in the l ives of these people, l i fe sti l l  goes on
for them.l2

The result is a diegesis that mingles desperate, immiserated economic cir-
cumstances with an absence (at least on the part of the protagonists) of
utter despair, in large part due to a communitarian ethos of reciprocity that
tempers the neoliberal formation of unimpeded individualism. In the last
section of this chapter, I consider the tonal complexity of Jeturian's 6lms
in the context of the proximity between gambling and death in his story
worlds. Literal and figurative l inks between placing a bet (kwbra) and giv-
ing a donation to those in need (abuloy)\3 are introduc ed in Pila Balde and
intensified in Kubrador.

PITO-PITO FILMMAKING AND NEOLIBERAL CRISIS

The neoliberal policies of the IMF and the World Bank laid the ground-
work for f inancial crisis in Asia.ra The 1997 Asian economic crisis stemmed
from capital market deregulation that encouraged a rapid influx of invest-
ment, fueling a property and construction boom in Southeast Asia that
ended in loan defaults, retracted investments, and currency devaluations.
As Jamie Morgan reminds us, "not only did neoliberalism help to create the
conditions for f inancial crisis, but market l iberalization helped to ensure
that those conditions could be exploited." Southeast Asian currencies-the
Thai Baht, the Phil ippine Peso, and the Indonesian Rupiah-were famously
raided by currency speculators l ike George Soros, who, through planned
and systematic sales of Southeast Asian currencies, knowingly destabi-
l ized those currencies and then exploited the difference between fluctuat-
ing exchange rates, making mill ions of dollars in profit with impunity. In
her acute recounting of neoliberalism as the stage setting for the Asian
economic crisis of the late 1,990s, Morgan notes: "The point is that neolib-
eralism provides incentives for the destabil ization of an akeady precarious
posi t ion.  Neol iberal  f inance is the modern form of usury."r5 The supremely
rat ional-calculat ive scl f - i r r tcrcst  of  a few resul tecl  in last ing hardship for  the
vast major i ty of  c i t izcns in t l tcsc ccorr<lnr icrr l ly  brr t tcrccl  Asi i rn uat ions:  thc
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af teref fects of  neol ibe ral isnr wcrc rcgistcrcd rrot  orr ly i r r  currcncy vrr l r rat iorrs
and stock markets,  but  in the col lapse of  br-rs incsscs arrd the furthcr imnris '
erat ion of  the poor as the l iv ing standard for mi l l ions of  people in Southcast
Asia plunged below the poverty l ine in 1997-1998.t6

Pila Balde bears the imprint of the cultural politics of pragmatism adoptctl
by Fil ipino fi lm and television studios in the aftermath of the 1997 crisis. Tht'
industry's biggest f i lm studio, Regal Films, strove to streamline costs, result-
ing in their infamous low-budget exploitation fi lms, known colloquially as
pito-pito. Literally meaning "seven-seven," the phrase pito-pito denotes ,r
Phil ippine medicinal tea composed of seven types of herbs. In the parlanct'
of the Fil ipino fi lm industry in the late 1990s, pito-pito came to refer to thc
films produced by Regal Films' "ultra-low budget," "quickie" division, Gootl
Harvest, which, hoping to turn a profit in the brutal post-1,997 economic
climate, adopted an init ial policy of completing each phase of preproduction,
production, and postproduction in seven days apiece (in practice, these peri-
ods were somewhat longer), with tiny budgets and no bankable stars.rT

Pila Balde was shot in thirteen days on a shoestring budget of 2.5 mill ion
pesos (about U.S.$50,000),18 a f ract ion of  the twelve-mi l l ion-peso budget
then allotted for a typical mainstream Fil ipino fi lm.te The production l imit
of twenty thousand feet of f i lm stock constrained the fi lmmaker to producc
a good take with a shooting ratio of about two to one, as opposed to shoot-
ing ratios for high-dollar Hollywood fi lms that may go as high as fifty-fivc
to one.20 Remarkably, Jeturian recalls that Pila Balde's climactic scene-rr
which a fire razes the slum community-was shot for only U.S.$500.t'
Explaining his abil ity to mount such a complex scene so effectively ancl
economicall6 Jeturian remarks: "I think my TV experience helped nrc
when they gave me this pito-pito project. In TV you have to do every
thing fast, within a short t ime. You finish everything within two taping
days.I thought it lpito-pitol was a breeze. Compared to two shooting days,
suddenly I would be given ten shooting days!" The connection betweerr
pito-pito production and Phil ippine television was not l imited to the rolt '
of television as a training ground for young Fil ipino fi lmmakers. Jeturiarr
also recalls that in the late 1,990s, Regal Films was contractually requireil
to supply Phil ippine-based television network and multimedia conglomer
ate ABS-CBN with fi lms for television broadcast. Pito-pito fi lmmaking
became a way to produce fi lms for television quickly and cheaply.22

ln 1,998, Marilou Diaz Abaya, a noted Fil ipina auteur who rose to pronr
inence in the New Cinema of the early 1980s, characterized the beginning
of the 1990s as a euphor ic per iod of  economic growth in the Phi l ippincs.
An influx of investments allowed new movie theaters to be built and televi
sion and fi lm studios to expand, and television became a profitable ancil
lary market for f i lms after their init ial theatrical release. Dollar remittanct' '
from overseas bolstered the formation of a new, more educated middle clrrss
who patronized qual i ty f i lms by establ ished local  c l i rcctors.  This era ol
growth caff re t ( )  an ahrupt crrc l  wi th thc Asiarr  t ' rotrortr ic cr is is <l f  1997.

( , , t t t t l t l i t t t t  rnt  Li f t , tut t l  l ) t , t t t l t  2f . i  l
o l i l r r r  pnrclrrccr.s,  wlro coulr l  no lorrgcr
l) t . r t r . t . iccs to g1151; 1.s l . ,ox_off icc ,ua.. l r .
ryrr ,  rhc rrcol ibcral  econornic cr is is inad_

ts of pito_pito filmproduction, direc_

ftTl,- 
writer_director talenr,, show_

,"r,,?J;,,ffi ,..,*'l- 
account of

The idea that the ,,pito_pito,, 
is a

oney to replace a shortage of  funds
rkcrs t<l  part ia l ly  f i r rancc rheir  own
r; t i  r rg thci  r  i t rv( .stnlc l l ts :
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' l l rc cont l i t i rnts <t i  l t i lo-1t l lo i r rc rcrr l ly  t 'xploi t r r t ivc i r r  thc sctrsc that  yt l r r

havc to n1'al<c ( l l )or to l lc lvarrcc y()Llr  ( )wn nl()ncy t ( )  covcr furrding sh<lr t -
frrl lsf, y<rrr havc to rnake pakiusap lask frrvorsl of everybody. They havc
to bc y<lur f r iends so they wi l l  agree to work under those condi t ions .  .  .
You have to agree to casting actors who, even if they're not [a goodl f it
for the role, you're forced to agree with because they fit the budget . . .
My feeling when I was doing my first film lSana Pag-Ibig Na (Enter

Loue), 1998] was that it would be okay for me to make abono-to in-
vest with my own money-because that's what happens with pito-pito.

Because of the l imitations, you end up making abono for salaries of thc
staff. But for me, I saw it as an investment. Because it was a make or
break thing for me. They [Good Harvest] gave me the break. Before that,
no one would just give you a break and entrust f ive to ten mill ion worth
of investment unless you come from a rich family. Here in the Phil ippines
there are directors who produce their own fi lms iust to get their break.
So lto break into the industry], you either have to know the producer or
have the resources to make your first film . . . That process gave me my
break to do my first f i lm. There was no deception. The studio wil l lay
down their cards and say, "Here are the conditions." And it 's up to yoll

whether to agree or refuse. So if you agree then you should know what
you are getting into and you accept the conditions.2T

Jeturian's candid portrait of the exploitative-yet-undisguised conditions under
which young pito-pito fi lmmakers managed to launch their own careers itt

the Phil ippine fi lm industry makes clear the neoliberal interpellation of the
fi lmmaker-as-entrepreneur, forced to reify his own talent as a commodity
in which to invest. As Lukdcs emphasized, reif ication entails the commodi-
fication of every worker's own self-regard: "the worker, too, must present

himself as the 'owner' of his labour-power, as if i t were a commodity."z3
Self-objectif ication, or the sense of regarding one's own qualit ies and abil it ies
as objective possessions to be owned, disposed of, or properly invested in,

is the condition of l i fe under capitalism, one that intensifies as the structurc
of the commodity is interiorized and we regard our own labor in increas-
ingly abstract, homogeneous terms (for example, as a "career").2e Along with

other conditions of constraint and compromise detailed earlier, pito-pito

emblematized a reif ied structure of f i lmmaking in which talented directors
were forced to "make abono," to advance funds that in effect represented rt

form of investing in-or gambling on-their own careers.

SPACE, CLASS, AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN
I'II,A BALDE IFETCH A PAIL OF \Y{ATER)

In 1999, f<r l lowirrg Pi la Baldc's strong performancc at  t l re box of f ice,  ( ioot l

I I r r rvcst  pr<lc l t rct i< l r r  c l r ic f  f  ocy ( iosicngf i i r< l  entht tst ' t l :  " l t 's  ot t r  f i rst  ccrt i f ic t l

l r i t . "  ' l ' l rc  f i  rst  l rorrrr  f i r l t 'corrrrrr t ' r 'c i : r l  srrcccss of  1t i t , ,7r l lo l i l r r r rnal<ing, I ' r l , r

( i , t t t t l t l t t t .q orr  Lt f  t , tut( l  l ) ( ( t t l t  2 l is
l ld ldc 's Pr, f i t l r [ . , i l i ty  t r l ) ( ) r r  r t \  r r r r , r l  r t . lc i rst .  wl ls wclc.rrrc rrcws t .  l r  . . l ,crr l
nrovie i r rc lusrry .  .  .  ( ' \ r ) ( 'u( 'n(  r r r i  r rs lowcst c l ip i r r  thc busirrcss crrart . , ' ]0
Imprcssivcly, . jc tur iarr 's  ( ( )n lnl r ' r 'L i ; r r  l r i t  wcnt ()n to g2lrncr mult ip le awards
and cr i t ical  conrrrrc. i l r r l i r r  l r , r  r r  t r , r r rcst ical ly and inter,- ,at ional ly.r ,

The material for I ' i l t t r ldrdr'<t,igi,tatcd in a television episode scripted for
the weekly televisi 'rr clrrrrra a'rh.r.gy viua spotlightbi Armando,.Bing,,
Lao, Jeturian's prirnary scrcenwrirer-collaborato..; .J.t,rri"r-, J.r.. iu., th.
narrative kernel of Pila Balde.as a "simple rto.y 

"bout 
a young couple who

dreamt of having a betrer l i fe but the environment made it diff icult for them.',
According to Jeturian' the director of the original television episode, JoelLamangan, felt that "there seems to be nothirig 

-u.h 
happ.rri'rrg *rtr, trr.

story, because it's nor story-oriented. The plot *"s ,o ,i-pi.." For .Jeturian,however, the simplicity of the social realist narrative enabled a focus on ,.rhe
culture, the environment" surrounding the struggling protagonists. How-
ever, he faced the diff iculty of pitching this spare social realist narratrve ro
a.mainstream productio.n studio, Regal Firms. Joey Gosiengfiao, the super-
vising producer of Regal,s pito-pito diuirio.,, Gtoi Hr.u.ri g"* the green
light for the fi lm on one condition: he asked Jeturian to ..put' i i  

a lot of sex.,,
The studio's demand to transform a social realist .,".r"riu. into a commer-
cially viable sex fi lm is parodied in Jeturian's next f i lm, Tuhog,released in
2001, two years after Pila Balde. The filmmaker relates: 

',,Trho7g'*^ra 
sarire

on sex in Phil ippine cinema. The first scene of Tuhog is this dirJctor propos-
ing material to a producer which he read from a tabloid about a rape-incesr
victim. And the producer said 'o szge' [okay], he gave the green light fo, th.
project, but he said,,basta gawin mong sexy, [just make iiexy].,,!,

Jeturia.n's acquiescence to the studio requirement ,o ,.,oor pila Barde
as a sexploitation fl ick can be traced to his view of genre fi lmmaking as a
vehicle for social realism: "r wanr to tackle ,e"r srorles. It 's just my way of
tell ing them that varies. Like, I can use a sex comedy. I use i iff...n, genres
to show real stories."3a It was also partially motivated by Jeturian,s desire to
prove his mettle as a commercially viable fi lm director ft l lo*i.,g the com-
mercial failure of his first film, Sana pag-Ibig Na, which had w"on critical
praise but had failed to a*ract popular 

",rdi"n.., 
the year before: ,,My first

f i lm was a very wholesome family drama but it bombed at the box office.
But it got awards and it won for the actress a Best Actress award. so in my
second fi lm, I was ready to inject some sex into it just ro be able ro prove
to my producer that I can be a mainstream direcior. And also because I
thought the material could stand some sex. That was ttr. o.,tf-.""y I could
convince my producer to allow me to do a socially relevant rubl..r.;rr Upor_,
rescreening Pila Balde with a Munich fi lm festival audience in2004,letu-
rian felt in.retrospect that "there was too much sex in the movie . . . i t could
have stood some editing' I felt guilty for succumbing to the ,.qrrir.-.nr, of
the.producer to pur in a lot of iex." The proriferati ir or r.*ptoit"i ion fi lms
under a l iberal  Board of  ce'sors chief  iad creared a c l imate in which a
director 's addi t ion . f  extrarc, .s scx sccaes bccame necessary . . to compete,
to get rr l ) l l f ( )val  f r<lnt  thc I r ror l r rccr. . " |u

I
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Gratui tous scx 1<l twi t l rsrarrr l i r rg,  I ' i l t  I l t l l ls  r l i r t rghty l t t t l t tor  i t t lc l  i ts

the fi lm's tit le. Jeturian explains:

The original t i{e, Pila-balde, means lining up for water but it has a sex-

ual connotation to it. It means gang bang, a girl with guys l inrng up to

have sex with her. . . . It,s for the audience who loves to watch sex fi lms,

that's why it has a naughty tit le. But ar the same, I was hoping that even

if they are there for the sex, they'd realize it 's not iust an ordinary sex

fi lm. If I consistently do fi lms of this sort, then probably I would cre-

ate an audience for my movies, more than iust having viewers who are

after sex. My target is also people who go for good cinema. Because my

first f i lm got good reviews and my second fi lm got good reviews, I d l ike

to think I 'm succeeding in creating an audience for my fi lms'3t

As Jeturian's comments make clear, the fi lm's tit le had a risqu6 connotation

in urban slang, and served to signal the fi lm's explicit sexual content to

local audiences. Underscoring the prurient connotation of the movie tit le,

the first close shots of the communal faucet around which young men use a

hand pump to collect water from a deep well (poso) are accompanied by the

offscrien sound of street boys ioking about getting an erection. By blatantly

invit ing a phall ic reading of the hand-pumped faucet, the act of fetching

water is overtly sexualized from the beginning of the fi lm (Figure 14.1).

Figure 14.1 11 Pi la Baldr lFctch :r Pai l  of water, dir.  Jeffrey feturian, 19991, both

t l . ' "  f i1, , , ' ,  t i t lc  r rncl  c: t r ly  cxposi t<)rv sccr lcs ovcrt ly scxtr : t l izc thc rct  of  fetching wrl tcr

I tOtr t  r l  tot t t t l t t l l l i l l  w: l l t ' l  l ) l l l l l l ) .

( , , t t t t l t l t t r , \ , t t t  I  t f  r ,  ,ut t l  I ) t ' , t l l t  . )Hz'

Sl to l  ot t  loe: t t iot t  i t t  ( ] t t t  zon ( , r t  y,  / ' l / , r  / l , r / , / r ,  t 'x l l lor- t 's  t l r t '  i r r l t  ls t . t r i r rg
l ivcs of  two Irc ig l t l ror i r rg eonrrrrunrr( 's  ( 'nrrulglcd i r r  wlrrr t . lc t t r  r i r rn cel ls arr
"cc<l t tot . t t ic  c i rc lc" :  thc lowct rrr ic l t l lc-c l r tss rcsic lcnts who l ive in thc Marcos
era tenemerl ts bui l t  i r r  t l rc latc 1970s by the Bagong Lipunan Sires and Ser-
v ices (BLISS) and the urbarr  poor squarrers who l ive in the adlacent s lum
area, known as manggahan (mango groves; ironically, the area appears
treeless).3e By the end of the 1970s, First Lady Imelda Marcos had amassed
an enormous degree of power: she held the offices of assemblywoman,
minister of Human Settlements, and governor of Metro Manila. Imelda
Marcos famously christened the national capital region of Metro Manila
the "City of Man," aiming to achieve "low-cosr housing for the poor,"
the "upgrading of blighted areas," and the overall "beautif ication" of the
city.ao The government's BLISS housing projects established condominiums
in "the most depressed areas within each region, province, town, or city"
and promised to provide basic needs-water and power foremost among
them-to the nation's poorest cit izens.al Two decades later, Jeturian's loca-
tion fi lming for Pila Balde in the low-income housing projects of Quezon
City exposes the false claims of the Marcos period. The tit le makes l iteral
reference to the failure of government-owned uti l i t ies to pipe water into all
corners of the city, and the chronic lack of water and electrical power looms
large in the l ives of the fi lm's protagonists. (Offscreen, periodiCwater shorr-
ages in Metro Manila persist to rhe present day.a2) In this fi lm about sparial
proximity between people of disrinct socioeconomic strata, the scarcity of
water functions as a potent leveler between classes because neither the mid-
dle-class residents nor their poor neighbors have access to water indoors.
Everyone is forced to fetch water at a communal outdoor faucet, though
the comparatively wealthier tenement residents pay the young men of the
slums to do it for them. In one scene, a water carrier offers his services as an
in-home masseuse to a university professor, bearing out the l ink between
water and sex established in the fi lm's opening scenes.

Pila Balde is ostensibly a narrative about how Gina (Ana Capri), a slum
girl who dreams of being rescued from poverty by her better-off neighbor,

Jimboy (Harold Pineda), becomes bitterly disil lusioned when he tosses her
aside as a mere sexual conquest. The film, however, is much more than the
story of how Gina learns to entrust her heart to Nonoy (Marcus Madrigal), a
truer though poorer lover, and with him to rry to eke out a l ife in the midst of
poverty, sexual and economic exploitation, and the death of loved ones (Fig-
ure 14.4). As Jeturian recognized, the narrative progression of events in Gina
and Nonoy's lives is not the sole focus of spectatorial engagemenr. Insread,
the viewer follows the densely crisscrossing paths of multiple characters in
a milieu fi lm crammed full of several other interesting figures: rhe usurer
Mrs. Alano (Becky Misa), who aggrandizes herself at the expense of oth-
ers and routinely shortchanges the slum workers for their labor; Lola Cion
(Estrella Kuenzler), Gina's loving but gambling-addicted grandmother; the
loudmouthed Shirley (Amaya Meynard), who works at a sex club; and Mr.
Ocarnpo (Edwin Amado), the gay male professor who cruises the young n-ren

tll
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of  the s lums as thcy har.r l  watcr f r l r  thcir  wcal t l r icr  r rc ighb<>rs.  Thc real  reason
that Pila Balde draws us in is its capacity to skctch vibrant characters ancl
the texture of everyday l ife in the context of interclass dynamics of desirc,
exploitation, dependency, and distrust.

The fi lm takes up the question of what happens when two proximate
but distinct socioeconomic classes l ive at close quarters with one another.
As a result, setting is the most conspicuous formal element in the fi lm, a
clear visual analogue for the narration's spatialization of class relations.
Pila Balde portrays class antagonisms as a set of entanglements between
neighbors. Class dynamics are visualized through both spatial proximity
and spatial distinction: though the middle-class apartment building and
the slums are right next to one another, the tenements appear to tower over

Figures 14.2 and 14.3 The spatial izat ion of class in Pi la Balde is introclucctl
through two complimentary establ ishing shots: a high angle shot from the perspt ' t
t ive of the middle-class apartment bui lding overlooking the slums, fol lowccl by rr
low-angle shot from the perspective of a slum al ley in whiclr thc tenement lrui lcl i rr lr ,
towcrs over the horncs <lf  t l tc troor.

(  i , t t t r l t l i t t l4 otr  l , i f  L,  t r t td l )at th Zgc)
thc shar l t ics l lc l 'w'  l ' l t t ' l r t ' lg i r r r r i r r l i , l  t l rc f i l rn intr()c luccs th is spat ia l izart io '
of class tlrrclr-rgh tw() conll)r(,n)('rt.ry csra[rl ishing ,lr,_rrr, .r.t i iak.., f.or.the perspect ives r f  thc cr i f rcrcrrr . l " r r . r '  a high-;ngre, i l r ;  f - ;  an upperfloor stairwell of thc uricrcilc-crass housing comprex overrooking the roof-

1.2) is followed directly by a low_angle
r of the slum community, showing the
hadowing the homes of the urban loor
r: these two class_stratif ied spaces may

t a r i o n, d e p e n de n c ,, " " o : il ill r" il:ll'.H H: f iffi ;1 T1iil..,"3,1.,i
is innocent-the squatters occasionaily cheat thei, wealihier neighborsat gambling and il l icitry tap their elecirical l ines for po*.r-tt. f i lm isstaunchly on the side of thi underclasses fo.h. g.."r:, r;;, . l  exploita-tron perpetrated by the rich on the poor. The middle-class residents exproit
: l.t :t"l 

dwellers' poverty (Mrs. Aiano's usury), their sexual vulnerabil ity(Jimboy's duplicitous seduction of Gina), a.,d'the t"rg., p;...Jo.rr.,.r, oftheir social situation (once the ,lu-, 
".. 'r"red 

in the ,Iq""rr.. i .. that endsthe fi lm, the poor face the possibil i ty that the government wii l forcibly relo-cate them to areas far from their sources of work).
Jeturian has remarked that he endeavors to create films that allow ..people

to see h-ow lucky they.are and.how unlucky some people can be also,,, striv_ing to "erase the barriers of discrimination and pr.juii.e,, a";;;;" crasses.Pila Balde's exploration of class discrimination is evident i' t-o p"r"ilel con_versations where confidences are exchanged between 
-.-u..r'o?the 

sameclass: Mrs' Alano complains to professoi ocampo that the tenement envi-ronment was much less seedy before squatters moved into the adjacent land.The professor's response, however, indexes what Mrs. Alano has disavowed:

Figure l4-4 Sw.crhc,rrrs N.rr-y (rcf t )  r r r r t r  ( i i r ra (r igrr t )  arc rhc cntcrpr is ing arbei tr r r rp<rvcr isfrct l  pr .ot l13orr ists,r l  I ' i l , t  l l , t l r ic .
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the middle-class residents' dependcr.rcy on thcir s<tcial atrcl ccononric sttbot

dinates for cheap domestic and sexual labor, frorn l-rouser-naids and latrrlt lry

women to water carriers and masseuses. In a later sequence in the fi lm, (i i l l ,r

tells her imprisoned father how she was able to the raise money for her gran.l

mother's funeral: through a combination of abuloy (donations to the grievirrg

family) and sugal (gambling). Gina relates that her friends from the slurrrs

cheated at mahjong and donated their winnings to the family's meager fun(ls

for the funeral. Gina's account prompts her father to laughingly remark thrrl

their tenement neighbors are dupes. Thus, a variant of class racism is coll

spicuously paralleled in both conversations: the rich, say the poor, are easil l '

deceived, whereas the poor, say the rich, are thieves.

Jeturian has called attention to the prior scene in interviews, saying thrrr

Mrs. Alano's discrimination against the poor "is ironic because the ladl'

who lives in the tenement housing isn't really that rich except that shc's

probably a notch higher than the poor folks but that somehow gives hcr

i i . .nr .  to oppress those under her."  Mrs.  Alano becomes, for  Jetur iar l ,
emblematic of the fi lm's crit ique of materialism and class preiudice, of thc

overvaluation of money in the context of pervasive poverty.o3 Jeturian's fi lrrr

also l inks economic impoverishment to a street-level, lower-income form 9l

entrepreneurialism: "lf you noticed, the main characters, even if they are

young, know how to make ends meet. They know how to make a l ivinli

just by fetching water, by driving a tricycle or even prostituting themselvcs.

That goes for most Fil ipinos."aa
Gina and Nonoy, the entrepreneurial protagonists of Pila Balde, are botlr

enrerprising young people who hold down several simultaneous jobs ro sull

port  dependent adul ts (Gina's ai l ing grandmother and Nonoy's alcohol i l .

father are both infanti l ized by their gambling addictions and no longer ablt '

to provide for the family). Gina sells snacks and does paid housework antl

laundry; Nonoy drives a tricycle, delivers water to middle-class residents.

and prostitutes others and himself in an underground economy for gay irs

well as straight sex.
The internalization of an entrepreneurial mentality is, for Brown, a kcy

feature of neoliberal governmentality. The cit izen-subject normatively corr

structed by neoliberal governmentality is a homo oeconomicus,as behavil l i

calculatively towards his or her l i fe and that of others, an entrePrenctrl

who, in the context of the minimal state's abdication of its old role as prtr

vider of social protections, is charged with "self-care," or the responsibil i t t '

of looking out for oneself. Brown elaborates:

In making the individual fully responsible for her/himself, neo-liberalisrrr

equates moral  responsibi l i ty  wi th rat ional  act ion;  i t  re l ieves the discr-c1,

ancy between economic and nroral  behavior by conf igur ing nror i r l i t l '

ent i re ly as a nt l l t tcr  of  r r r t iorrrr l  r lc l ibcrat iorr  r lb() t t t  costs,  bcncf i ts,  arr , l

c()pscqlcnccs. I r r  so tLr i r rg,  i t , t lso cr t r r ics rcsl ' rot ts ih i l i ty  for  rhc scl f  t t t

r rcw hciglr ts:  t l rc r ' ; r  t  ionrr  l ly  r  ; r  l t  r  r l ; t l  rng i r r t l iv  i t l r  r : t  I  l r t ' ; r  r  s I t  r l I  r t 's1 ' rorrsr l l r l r t  t '

( ) , t t t t l t l i t t .g ot t  L i fc t t td Dcath 29I
f i r r  thc c() l lscqLlcl lccs ol  l r is or ' l r t ' r ' r rer ion rro nr i- l t tcr  how severe the con-
straints o. this r lcr i () . ,  c.g. ,  l r rcr< , l  sr<i l ls,  cducat ion, and chi ldcare in a
period of high urrcrrrpkryrncnr arrd linrited welfare benefits.a6

THE DANGEROUS LIFE OF AKUBRADORIBET COLLECTOR]4'
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If Pila Balde was characteritedby the pronrincncc of setting-thc lrroxitrr
ity of middle-class tenement housing t<> the manggahan slums-then Knltrtr-

dor is distinguished by the revelation of space through camera movement. Thc

fi|m is seen through the lens of a mobile handheld camera that is by turns

invasive or unobtrusive. A probing, jerky camera follows the movements of

characters through long, revelatory takes. The fi lm's most prominent motifs ()f

cinematography and editing-handheld following shots in combination with

long takes-are first introduced in the fi lm's prologue, when the camera fol-

lows Toti, a kubrador or bet collector on his way to a bolahan or drawing,

of winning jueteng numbers. Toti 's T-shirt, prominent as he makes his way

Figure 14.5 Al lusions to electoral fraud in Kubrador [The Bet Collector, dir.  Jeffrcl

Jeiurian, 20051: The back of a bet col lector 's shirt  bears the face of matinee idol antl

former presidential aspirant Fernando Poe Jr.

Fi,qure 14.6 In Ktrhrddor, thc cxhortet ion orr t l rc front of u bct col lcctor 's shirt ,  " l l rr l , , t '

d lRInl)dt i ' ( "on wi th t l rc { ig l r t " )e l lut l , 's  lo t ' l t 'c tont l  i reLrt l  i r t  t l rc lest  prcst t lc t t t i ' r l  r , r . ,  r , l

. l - (X),1,  iar l r t ' r r  ( i lorn Mlr t ; r1r ' t1 i ' t l  At t r ,1 ' , r  w' l ls  t l t ' t l i l f ( ' ( l  v ict()r i ( ) t ls .

( , , tnt l t l r r r , \  r t t t  I  t l r ,  , t t r r l  l ) t , t ! l t  f . )  l

a l<lng rhc wirr t l i r rg:r l lcys ol  l l t t 's l r r r r rs,  rs t ' r r r l r l : rzorr t . t l  wir l r  t l rc facc of  rnrr t incc
idol  and f i r r l l lcr  Prcsic lcrr t i r r l  r rs l . r i r . r r r r t  l ;crrrrrrr t lo l \ rc . f  r . ,  1-ropr-r lar ly nick11ar lcd

-FpJ."  
The i ' junct io.  ( ) r  rhc i r . . r  . f  ' r i r t i 's  

shir t ,  i tu loy ang laban (onwith the
f ight), alludes ro the 2004 presidcrrial race in which iry ,I widely believed to
have wo' more vores than Arroyo, (Figures 14.5 and 14.6), though Arroyo was
declared victorious

when Toti rests his bet-book on rhe table, a close shot of the tabloid
headline underneath refers ro the faired artempr to impeach president
Arroyo despite proof of her direct involvemenr with large-scale vote tam-
per ing (Figure 14.7).  The associar ion berween fraudulenr elecrrons and
iueteng is obvious to local specrators well aware that campaign funds and
polit ical war chests are augmented by gambling payolas.50

Momenrs later,the jueteng proceedings attended by Toti are interrupted by
a police raid, and a memorable chase scene ensues in which the police Dursue
Tot i  across the rusty meral  roofrops of  rhe s lums. This enereet ic."oosi toru
sequence inrroduces the viewer ro the dangerous l i fe of  a juet ing ber col lecror
while also embedding its story of an individ ual kubrador in the"larger, polit i-
cally charged contexr of corruption under two presidential adminiitrations.

After Toti 's arrest, the handheld camera turns lts attentlon to the fi lm's
real protagonist, Amy (Gina pareflo), a middle -aged, kubrador trud,gtng
through the intricate, claustrophobic maze of slum"dwellings in na."rrg"y
Botocan, Dil iman.5l The hazardous daily exisrence of a jueleng bet collec-
tor is brought home in rhe very first l ine of dialogue Amy utters*in the fi lm.
Starting her workday with a prayer, Amy enrrears:,,Sana po, hindi po al<o
mabuli ngayon" (Lord, grant that I don't get caught today).

More than the ever-present threat of police raids on low-ranking rueteng
workers' the fi lm drives home the notion of a state steeped in corruptron
and hypocrisy. on the street level, the very policemen who arrest Amy
instruct  her to take down their  bers on the sly.  The chief  of  pol ice (Sol iman

Figure 14.7 The tabloid hcetl l i rr t ' l r t ' low e iuatctts bcr-book in Kuhradrr rcfers 16 rhc
frr i lcd rr t tcnlPr to i r lpc: tch l ) t t 's i t l t r r r  r \ r royo f , , ,  u, , i . , t r r r r rpcrrrrg i r r  thc 2(X)4 prcsidcrr t ia l
c l t ' t t r r r rs.
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Arrry 's story rrrr lo l t ls  o l ' t  r  . r  r l r r t  t '  t l ; ry l re r- iot l ,  t l r r l r r rg whic l r  wc wrrtch
hcr ; r ly  hcr t r r rc lc,  a t l  isrrrnr i r rg l : t t l t r r t l r t r  who is cqual  parts bct  col lcctor,
conf idantc,andfr icrrc l .s.rrrc. l  Aruy'scl icnts l rctonthebir thdateof some-
one they l<)ve, convcr-r i r rg whrrr  is  dcarest  in their  l ives into a value they
can gamble on. whcnevcr i r  cash-strapped potent ia l  bet tor  c i tes a recent
tragedy to explain their  inabi l i ty  to place a bet,  Amy translares such exper i -
ences of misfortune into numbers rhat can be played for money: a tricycle
accident is o/so trese (etght for the motorcycle wheels, thirreen for the pas-
senger sidecar); children caught stealing from school translares as bente
at singko (five stands for child, rwenry for thief).sa Amy even translates as
trese bente nwebe (thirteen, crying, twenty-nine, death) her own empa-
thetic grief for Tatang Nick (Domingo Landicho), whose loss of a beloved
grandchi ld reminds her of  the death of  her own son Er ic (Ran del  Rosar io) .
To all these life tragedies, to sufferings great and small, Amy assigns a num-
ber for which she or others stake a bit of cash: the conversion of everyday
experience into a profit-making activiry means that, in placing a bet derived
from her own grief, Amy earns a percentage from her own sense of loss.
This is neol iberal  re i f icat ion l ived on the ground, in the l ives of  the very
poor' a suffusive, hardscrabble, entrepreneurial translation of everything-
from anecdotes related in casual social interactions to the deepest pains of
the heart-into a numerical value from which to calculate a orofit.

Amy's dead son, Eric, who had been employed as a soldier for the phil ip-
pine Armed Forces, appears at four key moments in the plot's three- day arc.
A spectral f igure in a military uniform, Eric looks on kindly from the door-
way behind his harassed mother as she makes a phone call on rhe morning
of the first day. Later that evening, when Amy comes home exhausted from
her ordeal at the police station, the ghost of her son caresses her feverish
forehead as she sleeps. on the afternoon of the second da6 Amy loses her
way in the dense alleys of an unfamiliar shantytown and is on rhe verge
of panic when the ghost of her son, calmly passing unseen behind her,
shows the way home. on the third and last day of the plot, Amy is visit ing
her son's gravesite at Manila's overcrowded North cemetery to commemo-
rate Araw ng Patay (All Saint's Day, November 1), when she witnesses an
accident between a public rransporr jeepney and a privately owned car.
The enraged motorist f ires a gun at the jeepney driver bur misses, seriously
injuring a passerby. Amy is warching the injured man being rushed to the
hospital when it dawns on her that she too is bleeding from her left shoul-
der.  As Amy pauses, stunned and distraught,  her dead son looks on unseen
behind her. In contrast to other people hasti ly making rheir way through
the cemetery, the wounded mother and her spectral son are isolated by their
st i l lness and si lence against  the speed and uproar of  the c i ty crowd (Figure
14.9).  The last  shots are of  the gunman being mauled by an indignant mob
and subsequent ly rescued by rhe pol ice.  Kuhrador 's penr-r l t imate scene thus
dr ivcs hor le what wc know to hrrvc becrr  t ruc rr l l  : rkrng: Ar ly 's precan()ns
l i f t ' rs torrstrrrr t ly  grrrzccl  by r lerr th.

Fipure'14.8 when Arny rs : r r resr(( l  for  col l tcr ing i l lcgr l  grrrrrbl i r rg l tcts in K!r , l t r t ' l " r . r ln

fr iJ.r i , f -1.  prccirrct  
' l : r t r .s 

l r is()wr l  "s((r( ' t  lx ' t "  wi t6 5er.  A 
' . r ' t r : t i t  

t t l  l ) r t 's t t l t ' r t t  At t t ' t "

is  t r rorr t i t t t ' r t t  lx ' l t i r r t l  t l r t '  Ptr l t . ' t '  t l t i t ' l 's  t l t  s l i '
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Figure 14.9 ln Kubrador's penultimate scene, Amy's shoulder is grazed by a gun-
shot as the spectral f igure of her son looks on, unseen, behind her. Amy and her son
rrrc rsolated by rheir sti l lness amid the speed and uproar of the overcrowded city
ccnlctcry on Al l  Saint 's Day.

l ; r r r . f  ctLrr ian,  the ghost mot i f  in Kubrador explains Amy's refusal  to give
up in thc facc of  poverty,  i l lness,  and soar ing debt:  " the memory of  her son
and hcr lovc for  the fami ly keeps her going throughout her dai ly rout ine,
to go on l iving." Perhaps more importantly, the spectral resolution reveals
the fi lmmaker's interest in i l luminating the inextricabil ity of l i fe and death
in the story world.55

GAMBLING ON LIFE AND DEATH: FROM KUBRATO ABULOY

Even more than in Pila Balde, debt and gambling structure both l ife ancl
death in Kubrador's story world: the poor are overrun by usurious debts
(fiue-six refers to the 20 percent monthly interest rate charged by local loan
sharks); Amy's underemployed husband obsessively watches luck-basetl
game shows on TV; and death becomes a matter of money because funeral
expenses pose a heavy burden on the poor. To help Tatang Nick raise moncy
for his grandson's burial, Amy and other neighbors set up gambling tables for
dama (checkers), mah jong, and the card game tong its for the wake. Amy's
workday routine blurs the distinction between collecting a funeral donatiorr
(abuloyl and solicit ing money for a bet (kubra). This point is made witlr
understated humor early in the fi lm: when a policeman tries to arrest Anry,
she attempts to disguise the true nature of her bet-book by claiming thar
it is merely a l ist of funeral donations: "Sir, abuloy lang yan." Persorrall l '
requested by the parish priest to collect funds for a bereaved family, Arny
carr ies out her neighbor ly duty wi th convict iorr ,  managing to convince evcn rr
skeptical ricc verrdor that synrpatl.ry for t l.rc clcacl and tl.rc bercavcd shorrlcl not
bc l inr i tccl  otr ly to 1-rc lsot t r t l : rct l t l t int i t r tccs lurr l  f r i t ' r r t ls .  Whcn shc:r1-rproirr l r t 's

(  i , r r t t l t l i t r ,g ot t  L i f  t ,  t r t td l )cqth 297
Marrg I )<rfc lo for  l t  s izrr l r l ,  , r l , t r l , , \ , , l r l  srrr ls r rp l rcr  charactcr  1;erfecgy:, ,dal_awa lang n(tf ltLttl tt tt.q lt i t t,t,ql; '  rrt,r,t r,,t l ,t l .,,t tt l  te: jtratcn2l at patay', (you;re only
ever rnterestecl  iu rwo t l r i r r r is :  1trr , ! t , t t .g rrncl  thc dead).

The l i reral  arc l  f igrr ' r r r iv t  l r r r l<s l r t , lwccr placing a juetengbet(kubra) and
giv ing a donat ion i . r  t r r t '  r r r r r r ry t , f  rhc deieased 1a'butoy|" in Kubrodo, 

^r ,g lossed by Jetur ian rrs fo l lows:

Amy's character rcr)rcscrts also a position of trust; in the community that
she belongs to, pe.plc rrusr her. That's why she's given the responsibil-
ity to collect abuloy. And there's a possible paraller"ism there: the money
that she collects also as jueteng coilector is probabry an aburoy also, isn,r
it? ... She gets to.coilect aburoy while she collects money aiso as bets.
But this can probably be the same donation, for these p.oil., who aren't
aware of it '  sort of symboricaily an aburcty for theii own death also.
These are l iving deaths also, the kinds of l ives that they lead.i6

For Jeturian, the figurative conrinuum between placing a bet and giving
donations for the bereaved hinges on the norion Lf ,rrit, ( luck), the"hop!
that a windfall from gambling might provide an escape'ro,r# from an
tmpoverished death-in-l ife. In a diegesis where slum dwellers have very few
opportunities for social or f inancial advancement, a bet, no matter how
poor the odds, can hold out the promise of a better f.rt,r ie. As mentioned
earlier in this chapter, the notion of betting on oneself extends extra-cine-
matically to the conditions of 7990s pito-plro fi lmmaking, when fledgling
fi lmmaker-entrepreneurs were forc"i to acquiescc to th."rtr.r.ture of the
abono. A director who advances personal funds to complete a fi lm does so
with the explicit understanding thut the abono is a personal invesrment, a
form of betting on oneself and one's future in fi lmmaking.

. To a large extent, the down-market entrepreneurialismlr Rr'ry and other
bet collectors in Kubrador can be seen ,o 

"ff ir.r-r 
the neoliberal rationality

of homo oeconomicus. That the protagonists of Kubrador and pita Barcre
are driven, bwt not despairing, calls to mind a point made by rX/endy Brown
in a recent interview. "l am not convincedr" Brown ,.-".k.d, ,,that neolib_
er:al ism produces.despair ."  Rather,  i t  produces a nihir ist ic,  everyday form
of pragmatism. She elaborates:

neol iberal izat ion actual ly seizes on something that is just  a r i t t le to
one side of  despair  that  I  might cal l  somethi"g t iL.  a quot id ian nihir-
ism' By quot id ian,  I  mean i t  is  a nihi l ism that is not l iued as despair ;  i t
is  a nihi l ism that is not l ived as an occasion for deep anxiety or misery
about the vanishing of meaning from the human world. Inrte"d, *h"t
neol iberal ism is able ro seize upon is rhe extenr to which human be-
tngs exper ience a k ind of  d i rect ionlessness and point lessness to I i fe that
neol iberal ism in an ocld wiry providcs.  I r  tc i ls  y.u what y.u srr . r - r rc|  d. :
yorr  shoulcJ Lurclcrs i t rur( l  yorr  rscl f  r rs rr  spccl< , , f  1. , , , , . , , , , , . ,  c.api t , r l ,  whic l r

li!'












