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The first edition of State and Society in the 
Philippines (2005) is a sweeping history of 
the Philippines that covers the pre-colonial 
period (from the 1400s) to the beginnings 
of the administration of President Gloria 

Macapagal-Arroyo in 2005. The second edition (2017) updates the 
book to include the end of the Arroyo presidency, the whole of the 
Aquino presidency, and the beginning of the Duterte presidency.  

The comprehensiveness and usefulness of State and Society in 
the Philippines are widely acknowledged. The many reviews about 
both editions recognize its value, especially as a teaching tool. Of the 
first edition, Ariate predicts it would be an “indispensable material 
in any class on Philippine history, society, and politics,”1 while Šević 
describes it as being written in “a very ‘text bookish’ manner . . . at 
the same time being rigorous enough to be classified as a scholarly 
monograph.”2 Morada notes its “admirable depth and breadth of 
discussion,”3 while Reyes recalls how it was prescribed to him in 
a college sociology course and how he “repeatedly consulted it” 

1	 Joel F. Ariate Jr., review of State and Society in the Philippines, by Patricio N. 
Abinales and Donna J. Amoroso, Kasarinlan: Philippine Journal of Third World Studies 
21, no. 1 (2006): 214.

2	 Željko Šević, review of State and Society in the Philippines, by Patricio N. Abinales 
and Donna J. Amoroso, Comparative Sociology 6, no. 4 (2007): 511.

3	 Noel M. Morada, review of State and Society in the Philippines, by Patricio N. 
Abinales and Donna J. Amoroso, Contemporary Southeast Asia: A Journal of International 
and Strategic Affairs 27, no. 3 (2005): 532.
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whenever he had to write about the Philippines.4 Kasuya describes 
the second edition as “indispensable reading for people interested in 
Filipino history and politics.”5  The second edition of State and Society 
in the Philippines does indeed pack in all the basic and important 
information about Philippine politics and state formation from 
the 1400s to 2016, and this fact ensures that it will be “repeatedly 
consulted” or used as a source for introductory courses in Philippine 
or Southeast Asian studies. 

Right from the outset, the book’s authors explain the framework 
and approach. Using the state-in-society framework, they identify 
the concerns of the book as these: state weakness and state resilience, 
how the state is shaped by its interaction with social forces, and how 
Philippine state and society were formed within global contexts and 
regional developments. They summarize the operation of the book 
as an evaluation of “the extent to which the state is able to achieve 
its key attributes and social forces are able to affect the state” (10).6

The authors also underscore how different the book is from 
the “standard narrative [that] adheres closely to the conventional 
historical periodization: ‘pre-Hispanic’; Spanish; revolutionary; 
American; Commonwealth; Japanese; and by presidential 
administration,” dividing the chapters “in a manner that 
acknowledges the Southeast Asian connections of the Philippines 
and the changing rhythms of state and social formation across 
time and regimes.”7 In the foreword, Lisandro Claudio also 
heralds the departure from the usual mode of Philippine historical 

4	 Miguel Paolo P. Reyes, review of State and Society in the Philippines, 2nd ed., by 
Patricio N. Abinales and Donna J. Amoroso, Kasarinlan: Philippine Journal of Third 
World Studies 33, no. 2 (2018): 129.

5	 Yuko Kasuya, review of State and Society in the Philippines, 2nd ed., by Patricio N. 
Abinales and Donna J. Amoroso, Philippine Journal of Public Policy: Interdisciplinary 
Development Perspectives (2018): 111.

6	 Patricio N. Abinales and Donna J. Amoroso, State and Society in the Philippines, 2nd ed. 
(Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 2017), 10.

7	 Ibid., 4.
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writing. Identifying Gregorio Zaide as the postwar historian who 
was appreciative of colonial legacies and Teodoro Agoncillo as the 
historian who included the perspective of the common people, 
Claudio explains that Agoncillo’s History of the Filipino People, still 
widely used in Philippine classrooms, should be put to pasture 
and suggests State and Society in its stead. Claudio declares that it 
“should be the history textbook of the current generation of Filipino 
students” as its authors “are now speaking to millennials.”8

Does the book deliver on its promise of highlighting society’s 
contributions to state formation? Of situating events within a global 
and regional context? Of periodization that reflect these? Is it the 
heuristic godsend that Claudio claims it to be?  

It is difficult to imagine any modern history whose telling purely 
focuses on the state and does not, at least in some way, describe how 
different sectors of society influence, negotiate with, challenge, and 
sometimes even overtake the state. What makes State and Society 
different? Agoncillo, after all, in a beautiful chapter in History of the 
Filipino People on the rise of Filipino consciousness, describes the 
events by talking about the various facets of society: the datus, the 
babaylans, the millenarians, the social elites, and the peasants.

Abinales and Amoroso explain that by “society” they mean 
different “social forces” or “movements and voluntary associations 
with political agendas that contend with each other and the state.”9 
What exactly these social forces are and which of them has held the 
most sway throughout Philippine history, we are never explicitly told. 
Would these social forces have included the Catholic Church? The 
alternative churches? The oligarchs? The landowners? The peasants? 
The Muslims? The Chinese? The intellectuals? The military? The 

8	 Lisandro Claudio, “Foreword,” in State and Society in the Philippines, 2nd ed., by 
Patricio N. Abinales and Donna J. Amoroso (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2017), xviii.

9	 Abinales and Amoroso, State and Society, 10.
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organized left? Women? Indigenous people? Had “social forces” been 
identified at the outset and had their agendas or their shifting agendas 
been described and their negotiations for power consistently noted, 
we would indeed have a book that stands out from the “standard 
narrative.” Instead of giving readers a clearer and more systematic 
picture of how these social forces battled for control or influence 
of the state or an account of how they fared throughout history, the 
book presents the same familiar story, albeit with a whole lot more 
detail and framed within a contemporary discourse (scholarly, anti-
nationalist, global), but lacking a clear and organized analysis. The 
narrative will engage the readers but will leave them to figure out 
for themselves the state–society dynamic. Oftentimes, it is there, 
sometimes hinted at, sometimes more clearly described, but just not 
consistently and clearly pointed out and explained.

To be sure, State and Society has an engaging narrative style and 
is much more nuanced than your average textbook on Philippine 
history. It draws a more complete and vibrant picture of Philippine 
history. A comparison of passages describing the process of the 
establishment of the Spanish colonial state in the Philippines bears 
out this observation. In Agoncillo’s History of the Filipino People we 
read:

It was very easy, indeed, for Miguel Lopez de Legazpi, who 
was granted by King Philip II, the peerless and single title of 
“Adelantado de Filipinas” to accomplish an almost “bloodless” 
conquest of the Philippines considering its physical and human 
geography. There existed on the eve of the coming of the 
Spaniards fragmented units of islands and islets of various sizes 
separated by numberless bodies of water, as well as multiple 
ethnolinguistic groups, mostly animistic, and in the south 
Islamized. Thus, with Filipino society split into numerous 
disunified barangay units, it was impossible to put an effective 
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armed resistance against the well-equipped and prepared 
conquistadores. Not only did the Sword help the pacification 
of the indios, but above all the Cross, represented by different 
regular missions that came from 1565 to 1606, also helped to 
mold the natives in the Hispanic image.10 

And here are Abinales and Amoroso:

The extension of the Spanish rule through lowland Luzon 
and the Visayas took many decades of combined military and 
missionary action. Like other colonial powers, the Spanish 
did not have much manpower and relied on a combination of 
local alliances and superior firepower. Inducements offered 
to datus to accept the new authority included gifts, housing, 
medical treatment, protection from soldiers, and the ritual and 
pageantry of Catholic practice. If this failed, settlements were 
razed and conquered populations controlled by militias. But 
the primary agents of conquista espiritual (spiritual conquest) 
were Spanish friars—Agustinians, Franciscans, Jesuit, 
Dominican, and Agustinian Recollect missionaries. . . . The 
mission to convert was inseparable from the goal of political 
pacification. Missionary friars became parish priests, learning 
local languages and living among the converts in an effort 
to “translate” Christianity into local cultures and stamp out 
worship of local spirits. Under their leadership, everyday life was 
framed and regulated by church teaching and guidelines.11
Although neither version is wrong, Agoncillo, on the one 

hand, and Abinales and Amoroso, on the other, seem to be telling 
antipodal stories. Agoncillo depicts the conquest as “easy,” whereas 

10	 Teodoro A. Agoncillo, History of the Filipino People, 8th ed. (Quezon City, Philippines: 
C & E Publishing, Inc., 2012), 77.

11	 Abinales and Amoroso, State and Society, 51.
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Abinales and Amoroso, difficult (“many decades”). For Agoncillo, 
the conquest succeeded because of physical and cultural divisions 
among the locals, whereas for Abinales and Amoroso, the conquest 
was effected by alliances, inducements, and firepower. For one, the 
Church “helped to mold natives in the Hispanic image,” and for the 
other, the Church lived among the locals, learned their culture, and 
“translated” Christianity into local cultures. Both, however, at least 
from these two quotes, are preoccupied still with the state and the 
administration of control.

A further review of parallel sections of the two books covering 
the period from the Legazpi expedition to the establishment of 
the Spanish colony (pages 77–84 of Agoncillo and pages 49–60 of 
Abinales and Amoroso) also reveals differing foci. History of the 
Filipino People (whose treatment of this section is 30 percent shorter 
than that of State and Society) covers the following topics: Legazpi’s 
expedition, Sword and Cross pacification, administrative institutions 
(king, gobernador, alcalde, residencia, visita, gobernadorcillo, 
and cabeza de barangay), the influence of the church on the state, 
reduccion (town planning) and the rejection of reduccion, Christian 
ritual, and Christian naming. State and Society covers the following 
topics: the difficulties of Legazpi with his expedition, the battle 
for and establishment of Manila, Manila–Brunei connections, 
comparative writing (script) among the Tagalogs, Visayans, and 
Malays, the moment of colonization (bringing the islands under a 
single authority), in which the Church had a role, folk Catholicism, 
adoption of Christian names, reduccion, the encomienda system, 
the fate of the datus, land ownership and the haciendas, and 
the babaylan and reordering of gender relations. The variety of 
topics does suggest that Agoncillo is zoned in on dominance and 
control (and the rejection of it), whereas Abinales and Amoroso 
are interested in a more refined picture of the establishment of the 
state and, at least somewhat in passing, regional relations. The local 
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reactions and local social formations are included in the narrative 
but the evaluation of how the social forces affect the state remains 
undelivered.

The book’s promise of situating Philippine state and society 
within global contexts and regional developments finds its strongest 
fulfilment in the second chapter, which describes pre-colonial 
Southeast Asia, the similarities of the cultures of the people living 
in this area, their reactions to and relations with India and China, 
and the network of maritime trading within it. The chapter serves as 
an excellent overview and does much to underscore the connection 
of the many centers of what would later become the Philippines with 
the other center of Southeast Asia.  

Beyond that chapter, however, one is hard pressed to identify 
how Philippine state and society are presented within global or 
regional contexts. There are many sections in the book where the 
discussion would have been much enriched if it had been situated so. 
Two contemporary examples quickly come to mind: contextualizing 
martial law within the Cold War and the global campaign for the 
renewal of the General Agreements of Tariff and Trade (GATT), 
which led to the creation of the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
in 1994–1995 and which had a direct impact on the economic 
policies of President Ramos. Discussions, even mentions of these, 
are absent. Chapter 8, which focuses on the Marcos presidency and 
dictatorship, has only four, passing references to the influences 
outside of the Philippines: World Bank and US aid in support 
of Marcos’s economic programs,12 the Vietnam War and only in 
reference to the birth of the Communist Party of the Philippines,13 
American business interest calling for human rights reforms,14 and 
a mention of the US support of Marcos so that its strategic interests 

12	  Ibid., 197.

13	  Ibid., 200.

14	  Ibid., 204.
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may be protected.15 If the objective of the authors was to locate 
Philippine state-society formations within a global context, they 
could have discussed how martial law was enabled and perpetuated 
by US Cold War concerns and how military-backed dictatorships 
in Indonesia and much of Latin America and the Caribbean existed 
alongside and mirrored the Marcos state. The book also contains a 
lengthy, eight-page long, discussion of Fidel Ramos’s comprehensive 
economic plan. The authors claim that Ramos “represented only the 
third Philippine president to come into office with a strong vision 
of national economic development.”16 This plan, which included 
privatization, trade liberalization, export-oriented industrialization, 
and tax reform, and carried out over Ramos’s term (1992–1998), did 
not exist in a Philippine vacuum. That “strong vision for national 
economic development” was driven by a worldwide movement to 
globalize and standardize economic policies through the revision 
and renewal of GATT, which culminated in the WTO, to which the 
Philippines signed on in 1994. The creation of the WTO is widely 
seen as the biggest change to international trade since World War II, 
yet there is no mention of it in this book.

Without a doubt, the greatest strength of State and Society is its 
encompassing and encyclopedic data. The book will continue to be 
useful for a very long time, and scholars will continue to be impressed 
by the book because of it. But is it a good teaching tool?    Ultimately, 
regardless of the discipline and subject we teach, we are concerned 
that our students should learn just two interrelated operations: the 
gathering of accurate and reliable data and the creation of cogent and 
rigorous analysis of or through these. The material we require our 
students to read should, ideally, be a model of these. Given that two 
previous reviews17 have pointed out numerous factual errors, notable 

15	  Ibid., 209.

16	  Ibid., 245.

17	  See Reyes, review of State and Society; Ariate, review of State and Society.
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exclusions, shortcuts, inaccuracies, and seemingly naive acceptance 
of political propaganda in the book, and given the difficulty one will 
encounter in matching the theories, concepts, and methods laid out 
and promised in the first chapter with the discussions throughout 
the book, a responsible teacher should be careful. Should it be the 
definitive history textbook for Filipino millennials? That is not for 
scholars and critics to determine or teachers to orchestrate. If there 
is some big idea in it that speaks to this generation of young minds, 
a particular perspective that resonates with them the way Agoncillo 
resonated with their grandparents in the 1960s and 1970s, then it 
just might be.

no t e
A shorter version of this review appeared in the Journal of Southeast Asian 
Studies 51, no. 4 (December 2020).
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