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The visible and the invisible

Anna Erlandson

Some years ago in Quezon City, Manila, Ruby Papeleras from the Home-
less People’s Federation of the Philippines took me to see the situation 
for slum dwellers at Agham Road in the barangay of San Roque. This big 
slum was located just where the local government of Quezon City had 
decided to establish a central business district. The decision came after 
a long planning process with all involved sectors of investors, builders, 
architects and politicians; all sectors except the approximately 20,000 
directly affected slum dwellers that were living on the location, many 
since generations back. The local governments resolute solution was, as 
always, eviction to Montealban. Outside the city, up in the mountains, 
forcing people to live urban lives where there is no transportation, no 
livelihood and no city. 

I had been in Manila for two weeks by then, meeting up with people 
living under, by, between, beside, behind, on, at or wherever no one 
would choose to live. 

As always, the slums are located on the dangerous sites, the contamin-
ated land, the wetlands, in the danger zones, or where the grey water 
streams rise fast when it is raining ‒ and the rains are heavy and getting 
more frequent and ever harder with the changing climate. This slum area 
followed the same pattern, dangerously located by a grey water creek, 
coiling through the area. Narrow alleys in all directions, not different from 
other places; a dense, dirty, dark place full of people living their normal 
lives. Cooking, washing, playing, watching TV, talking, eating, resting. 

In the end of one ally lived a woman that Ruby knew. We shook hands. 
She showed us in to her tiny shack and offered me a stool to sit on. Tea? 
Yes please. Behind me, a small room where a TV was on too loudly, some 
kids playing in there. A wooden board in the doorway separated it from 
the backroom. 
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I sat on this only stool in this very small shack. Suddenly I saw myself 
as a figure in a children’s book – someone who is too tall to fit in, whose 
role it is to represent the opposite of the ‘normal.’ I was big, white, rich 
and educated, and here I sat on a small chair in this woman’s everyday 
life. She told me parts of her story: a mother of three, one child with a 
brain dysfunction and physically disabled. At an age of twelve this child 
was bound at home. We looked into the backroom with the TV, and I 
was introduced to her children. They looked at me, and I looked at them. 
Hello. Hello. 

Her husband was not around; I cannot remember why now. Either 
he just left, or he was working somewhere far away. The point is: she was 
running this family by herself , everyday, subsisting by her sari-sari store, a 
small kiosk where the poor sell small foods, candy and cigarettes to other 
poor. She had to travel far to come the store and left her children behind. 
Once back, she had to cook, wash, clean, comfort and care. 

I looked at her from the stool. She was around thirty, hard to say. Her 
thin body had already become an old woman’s reticent holder of sorrow 
and tiredness. Her story was not very different from many others’ here. 
Split families due to the work situation, where many migrate abroad to 
work as maids, construction workers or sailors; years away from family 
and children. Children born with different kinds of dysfunction, often 
because of an unhealthy environment, and with no access to medical 
treatment. No financial margin at all. From hand to mouth, every day. 
All of these stories, as many as there are people. The magnitude struck 
me. All of us born to this thin surface of a planet miraculously rotating 
in space, and all of us with only one go.

She looked at me, waiting for a question. I looked around, but all 
questions just failed me.  

What on earth would I do with the answers? Peal her off and sort out 
the facts, put them into a grid, a diagram, make a number of her life? 
Should I now take out a folding rule and start measuring her home. 14,8 
square metres, two rooms on the ground floor, small staircase to one upper 
room. Approximately 160 cm to ceiling; I hit my head, she does not. Take 
photos of her disabled child, her cooking set, the newsprint wallpaper, the 
family portraits, the poverty. My camera grew into a thick black shield 
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against personal contact, giving the owner a powerful distance. I am the 
subject, you are the object. I wanted to throw it away. Who was I really, 
in this woman’s home? A guest in her reality. Or rather an intruder. Our 
obvious representations were chafing. I represented the Northwest and 
she the Southeast. I ‒ the rich, she ‒ the poor. We were both the Other. 

In the awkward silence, Ruby and the woman were talking Tagalog 
to each other again, when I suddenly transformed into a tiny, ugly and 
very angry little creature that took a fast jump up onto a beam under 
the roof, hiding in the dark, refusing to come down. Here it would hide 
until the day when it would transform back again, but now equal, with 
no representation and I could come down and wash the dishes. We would 
do it together in silence, until all the dishes were clean and stored away. 

But nothing special happened. Ruby and I said goodbye, and I was 
left at my hotel. I had a glass of wine in the restaurant, crying. Pathetic. 
What was I crying about? Soon I was going to sit with a drink on a well-
tempered safe flight back to clean, democratic, welfare-Sweden. It was 
the same-timeness, the blazing insight that the world is not there to show 
me the world. The woman at Agham Road is not a story to be told as a 
moral message. She is a woman, waking up every morning being herself, 
dealing with her life. There is so much more behind the numbers, statistics 
and stories we know so well how to tell; all people living at the same time, 
this very day and this very moment, whether I see it or not. 

In the book The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, the Fox 
tells the Little Prince:

‘And now here is my secret, a very simple secret: It is only with the heart 
you can see rightly: what is essential is invisible to the eye.’ ‘What is 
essential is invisible to the eye,’ the Little Prince repeated, so that he 
would be sure to remember. 
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Captions

Page 87: Payatas, Quezon City
Two women organizing the HPFP saving scheme in their neighbourhood.

Page 88: Quezon City, Manila
Everyday life in an alley in one of the uncountable slums of Quezon City.

Page 90: San Isidro, Montealban
Marietta and her daughter in their new home, after being evicted to Monte-
alban.

Pages 92-93: Mindanao Bridge, Quezon City
Almost 350 people lived in a hanging construction under the bridge at 
Mindanao Avenue, now evicted to Montealban
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