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L I S A N D R O  E .  C L A U D I O

Jose Rizal: Liberalism and the 
Paradox of Coloniality
Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019. 89 pages.

In this welcome addition to scholarship interpreting José Rizal’s writings, 
Lisandro E. Claudio offers an important examination of Rizal’s reflections on 
liberal principles, centering especially on Rizal’s attention to individual rights 
and his admiration for them as keystones of the progress that he sought in the 
Philippines and for its people as part of a modern world. Claudio is a prolific 
public intellectual and scholar, known for his Taming People’s Power: The 
EDSA Revolutions and Their Contradictions (Ateneo de Manila University 
Press, 2013), the award-winning Liberalism and the Postcolony: Thinking the 
State in 20th-Century Philippines (Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2017), 
and innumerable essays and shorter pieces. Claudio often defends liberal 
principles and ideas against attacks that he sees as unfair, misinformed, and 
politically bankrupt; Jose Rizal belongs to the strand of Claudio’s work that 
recuperates liberalism in, for, and beyond the Philippines.

As part of the “Global Political Thinkers” series of Palgrave’s Pivot 
project with an international English-reading academic audience, the book 
aims to introduce Rizal’s thought in a concise way to those not yet familiar 
with Rizal or Philippine politics and history. It does so by advancing an 
argument that contributes to the historiography of Rizal and resonates in 
the political present: Claudio argues that Rizal is a fundamentally liberal 
thinker, that he viewed politics through the “overarching lens” of liberalism 
(xi) and was “one of colonial/postcolonial liberalism’s earliest and most 
prescient thinkers” (ix). Claudio eschews a narrow definition of liberalism, 
but it becomes clear that for him, as for his understanding of Rizal, liberalism 
is primarily understood as the promotion and protection of individual rights 
and civil liberties. For Claudio, Rizal understood that even liberal colonizers 
failed to ensure liberal rights in the colony and also thought that liberalism 
could be “purified” in the colony by the suffering colonial subject (27).

At the core of the short book are three chapters on Rizal’s writings. These 
chapters focus on liberal principles or liberalism in evidence, respectively, 
in Rizal’s letters and essays (chapter 2), Noli me tangere (chapter 3), and 
El filibusterismo (chapter 4). Each of these chapters stands alone, but 
they cohere in an overall argument that Rizal’s political thought centrally 
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treated the problem of liberalism’s failures in a colonial setting as well as its 
fundamental and undeniable promise. Claudio reads the Noli and the Fili 
as “twin experiments in two kinds of change, both associated with variants 
of liberalism,” the Noli as an experiment testing “the viability of liberal 
reformism” in the Philippines and the Fili as “an experiment in Jacobin 
revolution” (43). Claudio sets the stage for his chapters on the novels by 
preceding them with a selected reading of Rizal’s letters and essays (chapter 
2), some of which are better known than others, but which are here mined 
specifically for reflections on liberal principles. In one particularly helpful 
passage for the author’s purposes, we read Rizal writing in 1889 about the 
injustices of Spanish governance in the Philippines: “the more vexations 
are committed the more Filipino liberals will emerge” (28). In Claudio’s 
reading, Rizal held that such “vexations” would “engender a culture of 
liberalism and embolden liberals to take stances and make sacrifices” (29). 
For Claudio, Rizal saw liberalism as consisting of appropriately universal 
political principles of civil liberties—such as the freedom of speech (and 
the press), freedom of religion, and protection of private property—universal 
principles in the sense that they ought to be respected by governments 
everywhere. In turn, Claudio’s Rizal saw the import and value of these liberal 
principles in high relief because they were fundamentally contradicted 
in the abuses committed by the government and friars in the Philippines. 
The book argues that for Rizal liberalism’s value was especially potent in 
the context of those abuses: “No European could understand the travails 
of a liberal in the colony, because for Rizal, Europeans did not suffer as 
colonials did” (33–34), and thus for Rizal liberalism was “purified” by the 
pain and suffering of the colonial subject—purified of its failures in the 
hands of Spanish liberals who betrayed their liberal values when they were in 
the colony because of their susceptibility to pressure from friar interests and 
insufficient steadfastness in their convictions (28). Rizal’s own commitment 
to liberal principles, those principles’ historical failures in the colony, and 
their possible futures underwrite Claudio’s readings of the novels and the 
question of revolutionary violence.

These central chapters are preceded by chapter 1, in which Claudio 
argues that Rizal’s liberalism was consistent with and connected to what 
Claudio sees as the liberal nationalism of the generation of 1872 and the 
liberalism of Philippine-born Spanish creoles in the early nineteenth century 
(making it a useful read alongside Ruth de Llobet’s dissertation, “Orphans of 



Empire: Bourbon Reforms, Constitutional Impasse, and the Rise of Filipino 
Creole Consciousness in an Age of Revolution” [PhD diss., University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, 2011]). Thus, while arguing that Rizal had a unique 
understanding of liberalism as purified and redeemed through colonial 
suffering, Claudio also contends that Rizal must be understood in the 
context of older strands of liberal political thinking, liberal reformism, and 
radical liberal agitation in the Philippines, in Europe, and in the Americas. 
Setting Rizal’s thought in these contexts shows continuities across them, 
fortifying the case Claudio makes for understanding Rizal as a liberal, and 
emphasizes liberalism’s often revolutionary character, contra some Marxist 
and postcolonial characterizations. Putting Rizal in these contexts also 
establishes that an account of liberalism’s long nineteenth century needs to 
attend to Rizal and the Philippines and helps readers to see the Philippines 
as a center of world-historical moments regardless of their prior frames of 
reference.

The book’s brief prologue and conclusion situate the overall argument 
with respect to broader conversations within and beyond the Philippines. 
Claudio notes that, while Rizal’s biographers and interpreters have 
recognized his liberalism, they have found little in it particularly interesting 
or commendable, in part because of liberalism’s repudiation in “leftwing 
North American literary studies” (38). The book reflects the urgency that 
Claudio feels in the profoundly illiberal time of Pres. Rodrigo Duterte and 
other political leaders who “are elected and celebrated not in spite of, but 
because they challenge norms such as human rights and rule of law” (xii). 
Surely, many of his readers feel this urgency too; while they will not all share 
his enthusiasm for liberalism, he makes a case for its reconsideration by those 
who self-identify on the left, criticizing scholarship that mischaracterizes 
and underestimates liberalism’s appeal and significance in colonial and 
postcolonial contexts. Thus, the import of a book on Rizal’s liberalism, then 
and for now.

In Claudio’s assessment, liberalism is a broad category, encompassing 
much of Enlightenment-era thought, but characterized fundamentally 
by respect for individual rights. He is forthright in noting that his focus 
on liberalism “may leave out or underemphasize other facets of [Rizal’s] 
philosophy” (xii). Yet a fuller understanding of Rizal’s liberalism might, 
in a longer and less introductory volume, attend to how other strands of 
political thinking were woven into and shaped Rizal’s appreciation of liberal 
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principles. Liberalism’s Spanish and Spanish-language avatars during Rizal’s 
time—such as Krausism—are not as visible when we view liberalism from 
Claudio’s high vantage point. Claudio acknowledges the strong Christian 
resonance of the themes of sacrifice, martyrdom, and redemption in Rizal’s 
writings and political reflection, which merits further reflection. Rizal’s 
attraction to themes of virtue, sacrifice, and duty might be explored in 
their resonance with classical thought and its adaption by late–eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century republicans. Someone like Simón Bolívar (the 
creole “Liberator” of the Spanish Americas) might be an instructive point 
of reference given Claudio’s commitment to viewing Rizal’s liberalism as 
part of a tradition that includes the political aspirations of early–nineteenth-
century creoles in the Philippines.

Palgrave’s goals for its Pivot project explain some of the volume’s 
strengths as well as limitations. Claudio uses existing English-language 
translations of Rizal’s writing: the Penguin editions of Rizal’s novels, 
translated by Harold Augenbraum, which are widely available outside of 
the Philippines; and the National Historical Commission of the Philippines 
editions of translated letters and writings. While handy for Palgrave’s largely 
Euro-American readership, these referents hamper locating or reflecting on 
the passages in Rizal’s original texts. Palgrave Pivot books are short—this 
volume is around 100 pages, including preface, bibliographies, and index—
and are published relatively quickly; they aim thereby to be more timely and 
broadly consumable than most monographs. The short publication timeline 
might contribute to hasty copyediting, and Palgrave’s price point (US$54.99 
for the e-book; more, for print) works against the aim of a broad readership. 
But readers the world over will find ways to circumvent Palgrave’s pricing, 
just as Rizal’s readers found ways to circumvent the ban on his novels. If 
not for the cost, the book would lend itself to course adoption; written with 
direct and concise prose, each brief chapter is capable of standing alone. 
Fortunately, Ateneo de Manila University Press has recently published a 
Filipino-language edition translated by Mikael de Lara Co, which will bring 
the work to another important audience.

Megan Thomas 
Politics Department, University of California, Santa Cruz

<mcthomas@ucsc.edu>
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