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A FIESTA AND ITS CHANGE IN A LOCAL CITY
OF THE PHILIPPINES
—A Study on the Sinulog Fiesta of Cebu City—

Keizo MIYASAKA

The purpose of this paper is, firstly, to describe the Sinulog Fiesta of Sefior
Sto. Nifio of Cebu city in the Philippines, both its traditional form and its recent
modification, on the basis of our preliminary research conducted from November
to December in 1982. Secondly, it is attempted to understand the change of this
fiesta in relation to the recent socio-economic change, although the discussion is
limitted to the range of findings from this preliminary survey. Our eventual interest
is to relate this civic fiesta to the context of this local city, Cebu; this city
as one of the typical local cities in the Philippines seems to have recently re-
organized its over-all networks both within and without, in response to moder-
nization and establishment of a national framework in the Philippines. This paper,
however, is primarily a description and a tentative argument implying the eventual
interest above.

The annual fiesta for Sto. Nifio prepares the experiential occasion for festivity
not only at the level of Cebu city but aloso at the level of Cebuano speaking
neighbouring islands and further the nation-wide level as well; it is known for
its character of pilgrimage fiesta open for everybody of Filipino as long as he
is interested in Sto. Nifio and Cebu. To understand the Sinulog Fiesta in its
total aspect, it is necessary to deseribe the follwing: the history of Cebu city,
its symbolic space construction —as we walk, we find some patterned distribution
of historical buildings, monuments, roads, or markets, commercial areas, all of
which altogether make us realize the history of Cebu and its cultural or social
identity. The fiesta is organized as a civic ritual, through utilizing the expression
of a cultural tradition and social features as represented in the city itself as
physical environment. It is also necessary to describe the unique feature of the
religious symbol, Sto. Nifio, as shown.in rich folklore of Cebu today. The social
and religious processess of the Sinulog are to be described with its supposed
origin and eventual change; its change or fluctuation in regard to temporal ex-
tention or decline, and recent modification against the seeming dissolution of the
traditional form. All of these aspects above should be described so long as being
relevant to the understanding of the Sinulog and its recent modification in the
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context of Cebu city.

Cebu city has been a very important nexus of trade and exchange, or an edu-
cational and religious center between the neighbouring areas; a formative and per-
sistent medium of a cultural tradition. An important change seems to have been
promoted against the background of waves of modernization in the framework of
the Philippine nation. Given the description of the relevant aspects of Cebu city
and the fiesta, the character of the city and its recent change regarding the re-
organization of networks within and without seems to be reflected on the change
of the Sinulog Fiesta; a complete modification has appeared since 1981, as a
conscious planning by city government under the support of various organizations
in the city as well as the national gevornment. A big parade with 7 floats re-
presenting the life history of Cebu city since its christianization by Magellan,
and a lot more of festive events; this is to be explained as assimilation of tra-
ditional fiesta to the overall social change. The role the sto. Nifio as a key symbol
of Cebu is critical to this assimilation. By this symbol, the people express and
interpret critical experience of change or crisis as being caused due to exchange
between the inner and the outer areas in their coosmology. The symbol of Sto.
Nifio, being the intermediating symbol between within and without at different
levels, has much potential for its symbolic expression of the various facets of
relational networks of Cebu, and through this symbol people can afford to adapt
their symbolic system to the newly reorganized social system. Thus, it is implied
that this kind of study would eventually be relevant to the relatively neglected
field of ritual and social change in the context of traditional local cities.



