
"His slum not mine" 
' 
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From first-hand experience of liv
ing in a· Philippines city slum, the 
writer comments: 11 Somehow, 
there is an intangible force which 
binds people to the slum area 11 

by E. A. R. Ouano 
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Q particular phenomenon in de
veloping countries since 
World War 11 has been the 

rapid population migration from 
the countryside to the cities, espe
cially to the capital. The waves of 
rural migration were spurred on by 
increasing population density, un
employment, unequal land distribu
tion and a lack of amenities in the 
countryside. Although a number 
of governments today have re
examined their developmental pro
grammes in favour of rural devel
opment, the general trend in newly 
independent countries was to de
velop the capital city as a show 
window and symbol of the new 
nation. Rural industries were often 
regarded as remnants of the colo
nial plantation periods or of primi
tive societies, even if this sector 
continued to support the national 
economy, and to boost the develop
ment of urban centres and the new 
heavy industries. 

Migrants from the countryside 
have diverse educational back
grounds and skills. Some are illiter
ate and unskilled, while some hold 
a university degree. Regardless of 
their individual backgrounds, their 
first stop is usually a relative's 
house close to the city centre. Most 
of the successful migrants rapidly 
move out of that area to suburban 
housing zones at the first opportun
ity, although a number may stay 
behind on account of the social and 
political ties they have established. 
The unlucky or unsuccessful mig
rants are often left behind. Through 
the years, the area tends to degen
erate into a slum settlement. A 
number of slum settlements in 
Manila were formerly middle-class 
neighbourhoods. When I first 
moved to "Metro Manila " , I stayed 
in a slum district of Leveriza, in 
Pasay City. The centre of the area 
was typical of any slum settlement, 
with its shanties, catwalks and di
lapidated houses, except that the 
periphery of the area was well de
veloped. Indeed, bordering the 
squatter colony there are a five-star 
hotel, a number of old mansions, 
several embassies, one of the best 
hospitals in town and first-class 
shopping centres. 

The whole area is criss-crossed by 
narrow streets, which are used by 
children and adults as playground, 
meeting place and garbage pile. 
When it rains, the streets are 
flooded, although the water readily 
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drains an hour or so after the down
pour. Inside the settlement, the wa
ter may stay for weeks. The houses 
are connected to the street by cat
walks and narrow cemented path
ways. Maintaining law and order is 
a problem. On my second day in the 
area, I was accosted by a local gang 
and I was only saved by the timely 
intervention of a relative. 

Six months later, I moved to 
an upper-class neighbourhood 25 
kilometres south of Metro Manila. 
Since leaving the original area eight 
years ago, I find myself a regular 
visitor to the place. My carpenter, 
furniture maker, tailor, barber, and 
some relatives are still residing 
there. Somehow, there is an intan
gible force which binds people to 
the slum area and which is absent 
in well-planned, upper-middle-class 
suburbs. 

In my present neighbourhood, 
the home-owners have an associ
ation. We elect officers, whose 
duties and functions are defined by 
our by-laws. In the slum areas, on 
the other hand, people behave ac-
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carding to undefined rules, working 
according to their abilities and 
capabilities. It is this same cohesive 
force which allows a slum dweller 
to build a house for only US $100, 
to survive on a salary of US $100 
per month, and to go through all the 
emergencies and uncertainties of 
life. Yet an expatriate worker from 
overseas may find it difficult to live 
in Manila on US $3,000 per month. 
A Philippines citizen who builds a 
US $100 home in the slums will get 
two to three times as much in the 
form of free inputs from neighbours 
and relatives. In the same way, if 
he receives a monthly income of 
US $100 he will have rendered two 
to three times that value in free 
services to his community. 

Rural migrants settle down in the 
slum areas for security reasons, in 
spite of all the alarming statistics 
about law and order. During my six 
months in the slums, I used to leave 
my sports car 100 metres away 
from my house. I could do this with 
complete . peace of mind, but it 
might not be possible for a stranger. 

Local residents of a Manila suburb help 
the undermanned garbage collection 
unit to clean up the area. 
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In the slum areas of Manila, there 
are college students and profes
sionally qualified people mixed in 
with unskilled workers and the 
unemployed. 

The organization and social order 
prevailing in the slum area can be 
so complex and informal that it 
would be easy to conclude it does 
not exist at all. Recently I requested 
two of my former graduate students 
to take photographs of the sanita
tion and water facilities in the slum 
areas of their neighbourhood. One 
of them could not spare the time for 
this, so the other fellow had to do it 
by himself. The next day, he came 
to my office complaining of the 
neighbourhood tough guys he had 
encountered. I told him, "I thought 

· you used to brag to us that you 
could handle the tough guys in the 
area. " His reply was, "It is his 
slum; not mine." • 
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