The Woman Who Had Two Navels
Nick Joaquin

The woman who had two navels Nick Joaquin is a phrase that immediately evokes
curiosity and intrigue. At first glance, it may seem like a story rooted purely in folklore
or a bizarre medical anomaly. However, this phrase is deeply connected to the literary
work of one of the Philippines’ most revered writers, Nick Joaquin. Known for his
mastery in capturing the Filipino soul, Joaquin often incorporated elements of
mysticism, symbolism, and cultural identity into his stories. Among his vast array of
works, the phrase “the woman who had two navels” stands out as a symbol-rich
narrative that explores themes of identity, history, and the Filipino psyche. In this
article, we will delve into the origins of this captivating phrase, its significance in
Philippine literature, and how Nick Joaquin used this motif to reflect deeper societal
truths. We will also explore the story behind the actual short story “The Woman Who
Had Two Navels,” its characters, themes, and its enduring impact on Filipino readers
and writers alike.

Understanding the Origins of the Phrase

The Real-life Inspiration

While “the woman who had two navels” sounds fantastical, it is based on real medical
conditions where individuals are born with two umbilical cords or have a double navel.
Such cases, though rare, have fascinated medical professionals and the public for
centuries. However, Nick Joaquin’s use of the phrase goes beyond mere physical
anomalies; it symbolizes the complex layers of Filipino identity and history.

Nick Joaquin’s Literary Usage

Joaquin frequently employed surreal and symbolic imagery to depict the Filipino
experience, blending the mystical with the mundane. In his short story, the woman with
two navels becomes a metaphor for the Filipino’s layered identity—caught between
tradition and modernity, the past and the present, the spiritual and the material.

The Short Story: An Overview

Plot Summary

“The Woman Who Had Two Navels” is set in post-war Manila, a city grappling with rapid
change and cultural upheaval. The story follows Concha, a woman who, it is revealed,
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has two navels—an unusual physical trait that sets her apart from others. Her condition
becomes a symbol of her inner conflict, representing her divided sense of self and her
struggle to reconcile her Filipino heritage with the modern influences coming from the
West. Throughout the story, Concha navigates her relationships, her community, and
her own sense of identity. Her double navel becomes a conversation piece, a source of
shame, pride, and ultimately, self-awareness.

Characters and Their Significance

1. Concha: The protagonist, her physical anomaly mirrors her internal struggles.

2. Her Family: Represents traditional Filipino values and societal expectations.

3. The Community: Embodies the collective consciousness and cultural shifts occurring
in Manila.

Thematic Explorations

Identity and Self-Perception

The story explores how physical traits can symbolize deeper issues of identity. Concha’s
double navel is not just a medical curiosity but a reflection of her fractured sense of
self—torn between her cultural roots and the influences of modernization.

Colonial Influence and Cultural Heritage

Joaquin subtly critiques the lingering effects of colonialism on Filipino identity. The story
depicts a society caught between embracing Western progress and preserving
indigenous traditions. Concha’s condition becomes a metaphor for this duality.

Myth, Reality, and Symbolism

Joaquin’s writing blurs the line between myth and reality, infusing his narratives with
symbolic depth. The double navel is a mythic motif, suggesting that Filipino identity is
layered, complex, and often misunderstood.

Symbolism of the Double Navel

Physical and Metaphorical Significance

The double navel signifies more than a medical anomaly. It symbolizes the layered
history of the Philippines—its colonial past, its indigenous roots, and its ongoing quest
for self-definition.



Societal Reflection

On a societal level, the motif reflects how Filipinos often see themselves as having
multiple facets—traditional and modern, spiritual and secular, local and global. Joaquin
uses the double navel to illustrate this multiplicity.

Impact and Legacy

Literary Significance

Nick Joaquin’s story remains a vital part of Philippine literature. Its rich symbolism and
profound themes continue to resonate with readers and writers, inspiring discussions
about identity, history, and cultural pride.

Cultural Relevance

The story encourages Filipinos to reflect on their own layered identities—how history,
culture, and personal experiences shape who they are today. The phrase “the woman
who had two navels” has become a metaphor for Filipino duality and resilience.

Adaptations and Interpretations

Over the years, the story has been adapted into various forms—theatrical plays,
academic discussions, and cultural analyses—each exploring its themes from new
perspectives.

Conclusion: The Enduring Symbol of Filipino Identity

“The woman who had two navels Nick Joaquin” is more than a peculiar story about a
physical anomaly; it is a profound allegory for the Filipino experience. Joaquin
masterfully uses symbolism to explore complex themes of identity, colonial influence,
and cultural duality. His story invites readers to reflect on their own layered identities
and to embrace the multifaceted nature of Filipino culture. As the Philippines continues
to evolve, stories like Joaquin’s serve as reminders of the importance of understanding
one’s history and embracing the diverse elements that shape national identity. The
double navel, in its symbolic richness, remains a powerful motif for resilience,
complexity, and the enduring spirit of the Filipino people. In essence, “the woman who
had two navels” is an emblem of the Filipino soul—multilayered, resilient, and uniquely
beautiful.

The Woman Who Had Two Navels by Nick Joaquin is a masterful short story that
intricately weaves elements of Philippine history, mythology, and personal identity into a
compelling narrative. Renowned Filipino writer Nick Joaquin, often regarded as the
Philippines' premier literary figure, crafted this piece to explore themes of cultural
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displacement, psychological fragmentation, and the fluidity of self-perception. The story,
published in 1968, remains a significant work in Philippine literature, resonating deeply
with readers for its rich symbolism and profound commentary on identity.

An Overview of the Story

Plot Summary

"“The Woman Who Had Two Navels" centers around the character of Concha, a woman
living in Manila who perceives herself as having two navels—an unusual and symbolic
physical trait. Her life is intertwined with her family’s history, especially her
grandfather, Don Joaquin, a man deeply rooted in Filipino tradition and history. As
Concha navigates her personal struggles with identity, she also grapples with her sense
of belonging amid the shifting cultural landscape of post-war Philippines. The narrative
unfolds through Concha's introspections and interactions, revealing her internal conflict
about her dual sense of self and her place in society. She feels disconnected from her
Filipino roots yet also alienated from Western influences that have permeated her
environment. The story delves into her attempt to reconcile these conflicting aspects of
her identity, symbolized vividly through her physical anomaly—the two navels.

The Symbolism of the Two Navels

At the heart of Joaquin’s story lies the potent symbolism of the two navels. Traditionally,
having two navels is biologically impossible, but in the story, it serves as a metaphor for
duality and fragmentation. Concha perceives herself as having two distinct
identities—one rooted in Filipino culture, the other influenced by Western
modernization. This duality reflects the broader national psyche of the Philippines
during the mid-20th century, caught between colonial influences and indigenous
traditions. The two navels symbolize: - The coexistence of indigenous and colonial
identities within a Filipino individual. - The cultural hybridity that characterizes post-
colonial societies. - The internal conflict between tradition and modernity. This layered
symbolism allows Joaquin to comment on the complex nature of identity formation,
especially in nations that have experienced colonization and cultural upheaval.

Themes Explored in the Story

1. Cultural Identity and Colonial Legacy

Joaquin’s story vividly examines how colonial history influences personal and national
identity. The Philippines, having been a Spanish colony for over 300 years and later
under American influence, grapples with maintaining its indigenous culture amidst
Western dominance. Concha’s perception of having two navels mirrors this cultural
duality—an internal struggle to integrate or reconcile conflicting identities. Pros: -



Offers a nuanced portrayal of post-colonial identity issues. - Highlights the importance of
cultural self-awareness. Cons: - May be abstract for readers unfamiliar with Philippine
history. - Could be interpreted as overly symbolic without concrete resolution.

2. Personal Identity and Psychological Fragmentation

Concha’s internal conflict reflects a broader theme of psychological dissonance. Her
perception of dual navels signifies her fractured self-image, torn between her Filipino
heritage and Western influences. Joaquin portrays her mental state with empathy,
emphasizing the complexity of identity crises. Pros: - Deeply empathetic portrayal of
psychological struggles. - Encourages self-reflection among readers. Cons: - The
symbolism might be too subtle for some readers to grasp fully. - The story’s abstract
nature may challenge those seeking straightforward narratives.

3. Mythology and Folklore

Joaquin weaves Philippine mythology into the story, blending real and fantastical
elements. The concept of two navels invokes folklore themes, suggesting that myths
serve as a lens through which personal and national histories are understood. Pros: -
Enriches the story’s cultural depth. - Connects personal identity with broader mythic
themes. Cons: - Might alienate readers unfamiliar with Filipino myths. - Risks
overshadowing the story’s modern themes with folklore.

Character Analysis

Concha

As the protagonist, Concha embodies the conflicted Filipino identity. Her perception of
having two navels symbolizes her internal division and search for self-understanding.
Her interactions reveal vulnerability, confusion, and a desire for wholeness. Strengths: -
Multi-dimensional character development. - Evokes empathy and introspection.
Weaknesses: - Her internal struggles may seem unresolved or ambiguous.

Don Joaquin

Concha’s grandfather represents the traditional Filipino values and history. His
character serves as a connection to the past, anchoring the narrative in cultural
memory. Strengths: - Provides historical and cultural context. - Embodies resilience and
tradition. Weaknesses: - His portrayal is more symbolic than fleshed out.

Literary Style and Techniques
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Language and Tone

Joaquin employs rich, evocative language infused with poetic imagery. His tone is
contemplative, often blending realism with symbolism. The narrative’s lyrical quality
enhances the depth of themes and emotional resonance.

Symbolism and Allegory

The story is heavily symbolic, with the two navels acting as a central motif. Joaquin’s use
of allegory allows for layered interpretations—personal, cultural, and political.

Structure and Pacing

The narrative flows in a reflective manner, emphasizing introspection over action. This
slow pacing invites readers to ponder the themes deeply, aligning with the story’s
meditative tone.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Joaquin’s "The Woman Who Had Two Navels" is celebrated as a quintessential example
of Philippine literary modernism. Critics laud it for its sophisticated symbolism and
insightful exploration of identity. The story is often included in anthologies and
academic discussions, serving as a lens through which to examine post-colonial Filipino
consciousness. Pros: - A seminal work that combines cultural critique with poetic
storytelling. - Encourages critical thinking about identity and history. Cons: - Its abstract
nature may pose accessibility challenges for some readers. - Requires contextual
knowledge of Philippine history for full appreciation.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of Joaquin’s
Masterpiece

Nick Joaquin’s "The Woman Who Had Two Navels" remains a powerful literary work that
captures the complexities of personal and national identity. Through the vivid symbolism
of dual navels, Joaquin masterfully explores themes of cultural hybridity, psychological
fragmentation, and the enduring influence of history on the present. Its lyrical language,
rich allegory, and profound insights continue to resonate with readers, making it a
cornerstone of Philippine literature. The story challenges us to reflect on our own
identities—how they are shaped by history, culture, and personal experience. Joaquin’s
nuanced portrayal of Concha’s internal conflict encourages a deeper understanding of
the fluidity and multiplicity inherent in modern identity formation. As the Philippines
continues to navigate its post-colonial journey, Joaquin’s work remains a vital literary
mirror, reminding us of the enduring complexity of selfhood and cultural reconciliation.
In sum, "The Woman Who Had Two Navels" is not just a story about a woman with an



unusual physical trait; it is a profound allegory of a nation’s struggle to find coherence

amid diversity. Its enduring relevance cements its place as a timeless masterpiece in

Philippine literature, inspiring generations to ponder the multifaceted nature of identity.

Questions & Answers About the woman who had two

navels nick joaquin

Two Navels' been adapted
into other media or inspired
modern works?

N Question Answer
o

1 | What is the main theme of The story explores themes of identity, cultural
‘The Woman Who Had Two conflict, and the search for meaning amidst
Navels' by Nick Joaquin? personal and societal chaos in post-war Philippines.

2 | Who is the protagonist in The protagonist is Concha, a woman torn between
'The Woman Who Had Two her Filipino roots and Western influences,

Navels', and what is her symbolizing the struggle of Filipino identity in a
significance? changing society.

3 | How does Nick Joaquin Joaquin uses symbolism, folklore, and vivid
depict Filipino culture in descriptions to portray the complexities of Filipino
'The Woman Who Had Two culture, including its colonial history and
Navels'? indigenous traditions.

4 | Why is the title 'The Woman | The title symbolizes duality and internal conflict,
Who Had Two Navels' representing the protagonist's split identity and the
significant? broader cultural duality of the Philippines.

5 | What is the relevance of 'The | The story remains relevant as it addresses issues of
Woman Who Had Two cultural hybridity, personal identity, and the
Navels' in contemporary lingering effects of colonialism that continue to
discussions about Filipino influence Filipino society today.
identity?

6 | Has 'The Woman Who Had While primarily a literary classic, the story has

influenced Filipino writers and has been referenced
in discussions on post-colonial identity; some
adaptations and performances have also been made
in theater and arts festivals.

Nick Joaquin, Philippine literature, Filipino authors, Philippine classics, Filipino novels,

Philippine history, Philippine culture, 20th-century literature, Filipino writers, literary

analysis
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