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issues of the modern era, which was not popular then.
Takamichi leads the reader to reevaluate the past using the lens of 

war, politics, and colonial scholarship. In this way, history creates another 
meaning for a new generation of scholars engaged in questioning the politics 
of scholarship. 

Frances Anthea R. Redison
Division of Social Sciences, University of the Philippines Visayas

<frredison@up.edu.ph>

D A M O N  L .  W O O D S 

The Myth of the Barangay and 
Other Silenced Histories 
Quezon City: University of the Philippines Press, 2017. 359 pages.

Damon Woods’s The Myth of the Barangay and Other Silenced Histories 
attempts to establish an “autonomous history” of early Philippine society 
through the lens of early colonial Filipinos and rescue the “silenced” voices 
of Philippine history from the myopic assumption that “all that can be 
known is known, or even worse, that all that is worth knowing is now known” 
(267). The dominance of institutional history in Philippine historiography 
has led to the dismissal of indigenous sources perceived as inconsequential 
to the narrative of the nation, but Woods calls for a reengagement with 
these sources as their neglect has hindered the reconstruction of Philippine 
life prior to and during the early stages of colonial rule. Adopting New 
Philology, a framework developed by James Lockhart in his ethnohistory 
of colonial Mexico, Woods “re-centers” the native voice and fleshes out 
indigenous concepts such as literacy, gender, time, and belief by utilizing 
and contextualizing sources written in their own languages.

The book builds on Woods’s contributions to the reconstruction of 
early Philippine history using native sources. Composed of nine chapters, it 
contains revised versions of previously published articles, including Woods’s 
research on Tomas Pinpin’s life and seminal work, Librong Pagaaralan 
nang mga Tagalog nang Uicang Castila (1610), which Woods edited and 
published, along with his dissertation, in 2011 to mark the four-hundredth-
year anniversary of Pinpin’s book. The initial chapter provides the religio-
political conflicts of the Spanish empire as a backdrop to the discourses on 
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precolonial literacy and early Filipino responses to colonial rule that are 
discussed in subsequent essays, while the final chapter concludes with an 
argument for the reevaluation of Philippine historiography.

For Woods, two movements in Philippine historiography contributed 
significantly to the project of “autonomous histories” or histories that move 
away from colonial frameworks and centers: bagong kasaysayan (new 
historiography), through the project of indigenizing Philippine history, 
and local/regional history, promoted by regional studies centers. However, 
both frameworks have limitations. On the one hand, although bagong 
kasaysayan, which is part of the pantayong pananaw (“for-us” perspective 
or indigenization from within) framework, forwards an “internal discourse 
among the people as the basis of national history” from a “perspective 
retrieved from our cultural experience in earlier times” (277), its rigid 
requirement of discourse in the Filipino language hampers its own project 
of inclusive history by dismissing non-Filipino works and excluding those 
unable to communicate in Filipino (282). On the other hand, aside from 
facing budgetary considerations, regional research centers often contend 
with scholars who assert that “it is the center [Manila] from which all thinking 
and activity flows” (286). Although Woods does not address directly the 
limitations of both frameworks, he proposes an inclusive Philippine history 
built on previously ignored sources written in Tagalog, such as notarial 
documents and Pinpin’s work, to “trace out the evolution in various aspects 
of Tagalog society, based on how the Tagalog used words in their writing, 
often over a period of time” (290). Woods’s project is in line with New 
Philology’s objective to study concepts, thoughts, actions, and phenomena 
reflected in the nuances of indigenous languages.

Woods’s use of Tagalog notarial documents and Pinpin’s text presents the 
conflicts and contradictions that occurred under colonialism as well as the 
natives’ perceptions of and responses to the Spanish conquest. Like William 
Henry Scott and John Leddy Phelan, Woods contends that hispanization 
and conquest were neither linear processes nor one-way transmissions based 
on submission, but were defined by negotiation, adaptation, and survival. 
The first chapter shows that the exclusion of natives from the clergy (later 
reduced to membership in the mendicant orders) through the policy of 
limpieza de sangre (purity of blood) reflected the “ecclesiastical struggles” 
between the Spanish crown and the friars. The 1665 and 1678 petitions 
of the men of Naujan for the retention of the Jesuits in Mindoro, written 
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in Tagalog and signed by influential men of the principalía (upper-class 
colonized natives), imply that some colonial subjects participated actively in 
the hostilities and power struggles between civil and ecclesiastical authorities 
(chapter 7). The divorce proceedings between Maria Mutia and Bernardino 
Dimabasa challenge dominant assumptions on religious conversion and 
gender dynamics, as Mutia won her divorce case with the support of the 
local friar and other figures in the colonial order (chapter 8).

How did the early Tagalog perceive and, more importantly, negotiate 
and transition to their new colonial reality? Chapter 6 looks into the shift 
in worldview and language of counting and time reckoning and how it 
reflected the emergent colonial paradigm, a hybrid framework where “the 
core value remained animism and its attendant worldview, while surface 
survival values included a hybrid of Tagalog and Spanish forms” (171). The 
emergence of the colonial marketplace required the adoption of the Spanish 
counting system, which differed from the indigenous counterpart; although 
both shared a base-ten system, the former had digits, a number for zero, 
and a different nomenclature for values above ten. However, while the early 
Tagalog gradually adopted Spanish numerical expressions, they retained the 
indigenous framework in quantifying reality, reflected in the marking of time 
from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. Similar to their Southeast Asian 
contemporaries, the early Tagalog understood time as “intimately bound up 
with concepts of the sacred to form part of a particular understanding of 
the way the cosmos works and the way that man relates to it” (165). Time 
was relational, not absolute, with the present as the focal point; instead of 
past, present, and future having fixed designations, the preconquest Tagalog 
interpreted time as panahon (season/time/era), marking duration. Pinpin’s 
Librong Pagaaralan functioned as a survival guide to navigate these differing 
realities, and the persistence of the animist framework in Tagalog counting 
and time reckoning mirrored not just the transition from animism to 
Catholicism but also a latent form of resistance to colonial rule.

Critical to the interpretation of indigenous sources is the appreciation 
for precolonial Tagalog literacy, which Woods claims scholars such as 
O. D. Corpuz dismissed because it did not fit Western models of literacy. 
The Tagalog’s use of baybayin, a preconquest script, besides proving that 
a substantial portion of precolonial society was literate, also showed the 
interaction between precolonial Philippine societies and their Southeast 
Asian counterparts. Although baybayin did not originate from the Philippines, 
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natives adopted and utilized the script for their purposes, a process similar 
to their response to the Spanish language (chapter 2). Librong Pagaaralan, 
a text aimed at teaching the Tagalog Spanish, which was “personal in tone, 
educational in nature, and ultimately, subversive in purpose” (64), could 
not have existed without a literate audience (chapter 3). That early Tagalog 
communities were literate was recognized by the Spanish colonial state in 
the way it accepted signatures in baybayin as legitimate in official documents 
and in the fact that it established the religious printing ministry, which 
initially published books for native audiences as part of the evangelization 
mission (chapter 4). 

Chapter 5 contains the crux of Woods’s argument for New Philology 
as an alternative framework for early Philippine history. Woods argues that 
Spanish colonizers invented the idea of the barangay to facilitate conquest 
by fitting this concept of the preconquest Tagalog’s social organization 
into European political models, resulting in the institutionalization of the 
barangay as an indigenous sociopolitical unit. Juan de Plasencia’s flawed 
comprehension of early Tagalog social organization became the sole 
foundation of the historical and political appropriation of the barangay. 
Ignored was the term bayan, which for Woods embodies the fluidity and 
kinship relations that defined early Tagalog society and reintegrates Southeast 
Asian worldviews in the reconstruction of preconquest Filipino identity. 
Unlike barangay, the Tagalog of this early period consistently utilized bayan 
as a signifier of collective identity, especially in legal documents of which 
the Tagalog had a hand in writing. More importantly, the concept of bayan 
underwent evolution in meaning from geographical marker to political 
entity, an evolution shaped by Filipinos in their trajectory from early society 
to colony, then subsequently independence.

The project of (re)constructing early Philippine history that is relevant 
to its postcolonial present and future has always moved toward establishing 
a narrative reflective of its struggle for nationhood and inclusive of the 
historical experiences of Filipinos. Woods’s groundbreaking work presents 
an alternative path toward this goal, which is to privilege the voices of early 
Filipinos reflected in indigenous sources and contextualize them as part 
of Southeast Asia. While popular historiography often puts to the fore the 
story of the nation from above, The Myth of the Barangay engages the voices 
from below, indigenous narratives silenced because of the dominance of 
the traditional focus on institutions. Although Woods limits his discussion 
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to early Tagalog society, his work emphasizes the importance of returning 
to archival sources. Daunting though the task may be due to the challenges 
of language, especially non-Tagalog languages, rescuing these dismissed 
sources from neglect and obscurity offers a great reward: the possibility of an 
“autonomous” Philippine history that tells the stories of Filipinos themselves, 
rather than the stories of their colonizers.

Leo Angelo Nery
Department of Interdisciplinary Studies, Far Eastern University

<lanery@feu.edu.ph>
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