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INTRODUCTION: THE LIFE AND
LEGACY OF THE PHILIPPINE
NATIONAL HERO

Few figures in world history embody the
spirit of peaceful reform and intellectual
revolution as profoundly as Dr. José
Protacio Rizal Mercado y Alonso
Realonda, known universally as Dr. José
Rizal. His life, though tragically cut short
at the age of 35, serves as a beacon of
hope, courage, and intellectual rigor for

nations across the globe. A man of
extraordinary talents — a novelist, poet,
ophthalmologist, sculptor, linguist, and
nationalist — Rizal dedicated his
existence to awakening the Filipino
consciousness during the twilight of
Spanish colonial rule. Understanding the
biography of Dr Jose Rizal is not
merely an academic exercise; it is an
exploration of how one individual can
challenge an empire through the power
of the pen and the strength of
conviction. His story is one of sacrifice,
love for country, and an unwavering
belief in the potential of his people.
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EARLY LIFE AND FAMILY
BACKGROUND

José Rizal was born on June 19, 1861, in
the town of Calamba, Laguna,
Philippines. He was the seventh child in
a family of eleven children born to
Francisco Rizal Mercado y Alejandro and
Teodora Alonso Realonda y Quintos. The
Rizal family was considered part of the
principalia, the wealthy and educated
middle class of Filipino society. His
father was a prosperous farmer who
leased lands from the Dominican friars,
while his mother was a highly cultured
woman who became Rizal's first teacher.

Rizal's ancestry was a mix of Chinese,
Japanese, Spanish, and native Tagalog
bloodlines, a fact that he proudly noted
as representative of the true Filipino

identity. The family's relative affluence
allowed young José access to books,
education, and intellectual stimulation
from an early age. However, this
privilege also exposed him to the
injustices of the colonial system. A
formative trauma occurred in his
childhood when his mother, Dofa
Teodora, was falsely accused of
attempted poisoning and imprisoned for
two years. This deep-seated injustice left
an indelible mark on Rizal's young mind,
planting the seeds of his future crusade
against the abuses of the Spanish clergy
and colonial authorities.

Early Education
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in Calamba and
Binan

Rizal received his early education from
private tutors at home before being sent
to a private school in Bifian, Laguna, at
the age of 9. Under the stern instruction
of Maestro Justiniano Aquino Cruz, Rizal
excelled in his studies, mastering Latin
and Spanish ahead of his peers. He
proved to be a quick learner, though he
also experienced the harsh discipline
typical of 19th-century schools. It was
during these early years that Rizal
demonstrated his voracious appetite for

reading, consuming the works of Spanish
authors and the classics.

HIGHER EDUCATION: THE
ATENEO AND THE UNIVERSITY OF
SANTO TOMAS

Rizal’s formal higher education began at
the Ateneo Municipal de Manila, a Jesuit-
run institution known for its rigorous
academic standards. He enrolled in
1872, the very year of the martyrdom of
the three Filipino priests — Gomez,
Burgos, and Zamora (Gomburza) — an
event that profoundly influenced his
nationalistic fervor. At the Ateneo, Rizal
distinguished himself as an exceptional
student, consistently earning the highest
grades and the title of "Emperor" in his
class. He graduated with a Bachelor of
Arts degree in 1877 with the highest
honors.

Following his family's wishes, Rizal



enrolled at the University of Santo
Tomas (UST) to study Philosophy and
Letters and later, Medicine. However, he
found the educational environment at
UST restrictive and tainted by racial
discrimination against Filipino students.
While he excelled academically, he
became increasingly frustrated with the
Dominican-run institution's backward
methods and the prejudice he faced.
Despite these challenges, he continued
to write poetry and pursue his interests
in the sciences and the arts.

JOURNEY TO EUROPE: THE
MAKING OF A POLYMATH

In May 1882, without the knowledge of
his parents (who opposed his plans due
to political concerns), Rizal left for Spain
to complete his medical studies. This

journey marked the beginning of his
grand European sojourn, a period of
intense intellectual growth and political
awakening. He enrolled at the
Universidad Central de Madrid, where he
earned his Licentiate in Medicine in
1884, specializing in ophthalmology — a
choice driven by his desire to cure his
mother's failing eyesight. He also earned
a second degree, a Licentiate in
Philosophy and Letters, in 1885.

Rizal's European education did not stop
in Spain. He traveled extensively across
the continent, studying at distinguished
institutions in France and Germany. He
spent time at the University of Paris and
the University of Heidelberg, where he
worked under renowned
ophthalmologists. In Germany, he
became a member of the famous

q Biography Of Dr Jose Rizal

2024-03-02



Biography Of Dr Jose Rizal 5

Anthropological Society of Berlin. This
period of his biography showcases his
relentless pursuit of knowledge. He
became fluent in over 22 languages,
including German, French, Italian,
English, Dutch, and classical Greek and
Latin, a testament to his prodigious
intellect.

Writing "Noli Me
Tangere"

While in Europe, Rizal was deeply
influenced by the liberal and nationalist
movements sweeping the continent. He
read voraciously the works of European
philosophers and historians, including
Voltaire, Rousseau, and the German poet
Von Taube. But his greatest inspiration

came from his love for his homeland. In
1884, a group of Filipino expatriates in
Madrid, including his friend Ferdinand
Blumentritt, encouraged him to write a
novel that would expose the social
cancer of Philippine society under
Spanish rule.

The result was "Noli Me Tangere"
(Touch Me Not), published in Berlin in
1887 with the financial help of his friend
Dr. Maximo Viola. The novel was a
scathing indictment of the corruption of
the Spanish Catholic friars, the hypocrisy
of the colonial government, and the
suffering of the Filipino people. It was an
instant sensation and an immediate
threat to the establishment. Copies were
smuggled into the Philippines, where it
ignited the fire of revolution — not of
arms, but of consciousness.



RETURN TO THE PHILIPPINES
AND EXILE

After seven years in Europe, Rizal
returned to the Philippines in August
1887. He was greeted with both
adoration and danger. His family had
been harassed by the friars for his
writings, and his novel had been banned
by the Spanish authorities. Despite the
risk, Rizal practiced ophthalmology in
Calamba, performing surgeries and
treating patients. However, the political
climate was too volatile. Fearing for his
life, the Governor-General advised him
to leave the country. He departed in
early 1888, embarking on a second
journey that took him through Hong
Kong, Japan, the United States, and back
to Europe.

Writing "El
Filibusterismo"

During his second exile in Europe
(1888-1891), Rizal wrote his second and
final novel, "El Filibusterismo" (The
Reign of Greed). Unlike the more
romantic Noli, this sequel was darker,
more revolutionary, and more desperate.
It explored the theme of vengeance and
the potential for violent revolution if
reform continued to be denied. Published
in Ghent, Belgium, in 1891, the novel
further cemented Rizal's reputation as
the most dangerous intellectual enemy
of the Spanish Empire.

By this time, Rizal was increasingly
drawn into the growing nationalist
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movement. Though he advocated for
peaceful reform and representation
within the Spanish Cortes, the Spanish
authorities viewed him as a subversive.
In 1892, he returned to the Philippines
for a final time, founding the La Liga
Filipina, a civic organization aimed at
uniting the Filipino people. The
organization was immediately
suppressed, and Rizal was arrested and
exiled to the remote island of Dapitan in
Mindanao.

LIFE IN EXILE: DAPITAN

Rizal's four-year exile in Dapitan
(1892-1896) was surprisingly productive
and peaceful. Stripped of his freedom,
he transformed the isolated town into a
model community. He practiced
medicine, performing free eye surgeries

on the poor. He established a school for
boys, teaching them languages,
mathematics, science, and farming. He
engineered a water system, drained
swamps to prevent malaria, and planted
numerous fruit-bearing trees.

During this period, he also had a love
affair with a local woman named
Josephine Bracken, whom he could not
legally marry due to his exile. Rizal’s
time in Dapitan demonstrates a
remarkable resilience. Instead of
succumbing to bitterness, he turned his
exile into an opportunity for service,
proving that a life of purpose can flourish
even under the most oppressive
conditions.

FINAL DAYS: ARREST, TRIAL, AND




MARTYRDOM

By 1896, the Katipunan, a secret
revolutionary society inspired partly by
Rizal's writings, was preparing for a
nationwide uprising. Although Rizal had
no direct involvement with the
Katipunan’s military plans, the Spanish
authorities used him as a convenient
scapegoat. He was arrested while en
route to Cuba to serve as a doctor in the
Spanish army. After a sham trial, he was
convicted of rebellion, sedition, and
illegal association.

On December 30, 1896, at 7:03 AM, Dr.
José Rizal was executed by a firing squad
at Bagumbayan Field (now Luneta Park)
in Manila. His final act was a display of
profound dignity. He turned his body to
face the sky, refusing to be shot in the

back like a traitor. Moments before his
death, he wrote a farewell poem, "Mi
Ultimo Adiés" (My Last Farewell), a
masterpiece of Tagalog and Spanish
literature that cemented his status as
the nation's soul.

LITERARY WORKS AND
INTELLECTUAL CONTRIBUTIONS

The literary output of José Rizal is the
bedrock of his enduring legacy. Beyond
his two famous novels, he wrote
numerous essays, poems, and letters
that argued for reform and equality. Key
works include:

e "The Philippines a Century
Hence": A prophetic essay
predicting the eventual downfall of
Spanish rule and the rise of
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RIZAB'SeNATIONKIDISM AND

e "The Indolence of the
Filipinos": A brilliant defense of
his countrymen, arguing that their
perceived laziness was a result of
a repressive colonial system that
destroyed initiative.

e "To the Young Women of
Malolos": A letter urging Filipino
women to be educated,
independent, and courageous in
the face of oppression.

Rizal’s writing style is characterized by
clarity, wit, and a deep humanism. He
used satire and realism to expose the
flaws of society while always holding up
an ideal of what the Philippines could
become.

PHILOSOPHY

Rizal’s nationalism was distinctly non-
violent. His famous quote, "I am not a
revolutionary. | am a reformist,"
highlights his belief that change should
come through education, enlightenment,
and peaceful representation. He
believed that violence was a last resort,
and he famously condemned the
Katipunan's armed uprising just weeks
before his death, foreseeing the
destruction it would bring.

His philosophy was rooted in the
Enlightenment ideals of reason, liberty,
and fraternity. He believed that the key
to national salvation was not the
overthrow of Spain, but the moral and
intellectual regeneration of the Filipino



people. This concept, often called
"Rizalismo," emphasizes the power of
the individual to effect change through
knowledge and virtue. In the biography
of Dr Jose Rizal, this philosophical
stance remains his most significant
contribution to political thought in Asia.

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE

The execution of José Rizal backfired on
the Spanish authorities. Instead of
crushing the rebellion, his martyrdom
galvanized the Filipino people. Within
months, the Philippine Revolution was in
full swing. His death created a national
hero whose name became the rallying
cry for independence. Today, he is
remembered not just in the Philippines
but around the world. Monuments,
streets, and schools bear his name from
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Madrid to Berlin.

His legacy is multifaceted. He is a
symbol of peaceful resistance against
tyranny. He is a model of intellectual
excellence and cultural pride. He is a
reminder that the most powerful weapon
is not a sword, but a sharp mind and a
compassionate heart. Every year on
December 30, Filipinos observe Rizal
Day, honoring his sacrifice and
reaffirming his ideals. His life teaches us
that one person, armed with truth and
courage, can change the course of
history.

Modern
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Relevance

In a world still grappling with inequality,
corruption, and oppression, the lessons
from the biography of Dr Jose Rizal
remain acutely relevant. His call for
education as the bedrock of national
progress, his rejection of blind
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fanaticism, and his love for country
above self are principles that transcend
time. He remains a guiding light for
those who seek justice through peaceful
means.

CONCLUSION

The biography of Dr Jose Rizal is far
more than a historical account of a man



