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Colonial Catholicism 

Editor’s Introduction

F
ive hundred years ago, in 1521, occurred the first recorded 
encounter between natives of this archipelago and the 
conquistadors from the Iberian Peninsula. Another forty-
four years passed before Spain occupied these islands on a 
permanent basis. The Spanish conquest undoubtedly altered 

the geography of human settlements in this archipelago as Spain imposed 
the reducción policy, which bodily aggregated the colonial subjects into 
clustered spaces that had as their epicenter the local church. We took it 
for granted that this policy affected the living. But Xavier Huetz de Lemps, 
in his professorial address, evokes the policy’s impact on the dead. Given 
the contradictory responses of the colonized natives to Spanish rule and to 
Catholicism as a way of life, many acquiesced to Spanish Catholic notions 
of death and burial rituals, while others offered stiff resistance—a historical 
process that has yet to be narrativized. But colonial subjects who embraced 
Catholicism did inter their dead in the campo santo, the patch of walled 
earth adjacent to the church that sanctioned and sanctified it. In time the 
natives evolved elaborate rituals for burying their dead and commemorating 
them on the First of November every year.

Huetz de Lemps analyzes Spanish colonial policies on graveyards and the 
geography of the dead, demonstrating that the Catholic cemetery became a 
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bone of contention between secular civil and church authorities starting in the 
late eighteenth century, when the former began to intervene in a sphere that 
until then had been the prerogative of the latter. Influenced by Enlightenment 
sensibilities, secular authorities introduced measures to relocate graveyards 
to the outskirts of towns and prohibit burials within church buildings in the 
name of public hygiene and sanitation—the need for which was reinforced 
by the series of cholera epidemics that erupted in the course of the nineteenth 
century. In this tussle, the church granted concessions in order to retain 
exclusive jurisdiction over cemeteries and the attendant revenues. The 
church’s necro-power was also challenged by the civil authorities’ approval 
of Protestant cemeteries (advocated by European diplomats) and Chinese 
cemeteries (that mingled Catholics and non-Catholics). By the 1880s funerals 
and graveyards were a magnet for contestations over friar power, but the top 
secular and religious powerholders were cognizant of the risks of politicizing 
burial issues in the face of a budding Philippine nationalism.

While Huetz de Lemps portrays a largely defensive Catholic Church in 
the nineteenth century, Alexandre Coello delves into the internal dynamics 
of the colonial church in the late seventeenth century, when as an institution 
it was unchallenged. Yet in its hegemonic state the church was festering 
with factionalism and strife among different Spanish stakeholders. Coello 
uses as a case study the cabildo (cathedral chapter) of Manila, when Fr. 
Ginés de Barrientos, the Dominican auxiliary bishop, occupied the post 
rendered vacant by the death on 31 December 1689 of the archbishop, 
Felipe Fernández de Pardo, also a Dominican. The younger and ambitious 
members of the cabildo supported Barrientos; opposing them were the dean, 
the cabildo’s most important dignitary, who sought to abide by the rules; the 
chanter; and the treasurer. The usurper proceeded to appoint officials in the 
archbishopric and imprison and even excommunicate his opponents. At the 
same time, the governor general, who determined the cabildo’s membership 
by virtue of the Patronato Real (Royal Patronage), did not fill the vacant see 
and intervene to settle the conflict. On 7 April 1690, about three months 
after the archbishop’s death, Barrientos convened a meeting in which he 
planned to compel the dean to agree to his ascent to power, but the dean’s 
faction recovered control of the church while many of Barrientos’s supporters 
fled. Although the Philippines had a new governor by July 1690, five more 
years lapsed before the colony’s chief official formally requested the king 
to annul Barrientos’s appointment as interim governor of the vacant see of 
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Manila. Coello shows that cabildo members were thoroughly enmeshed 
with the resident Spanish community, and their ties of kinship, friendship, 
and patronage shaped the factionalism and even corruption in the cabildo.

The two other articles in this issue focus on the late nineteenth century. 
Javier Leonardo V. Rugeria focuses on the life of José María Panganiban 
and the latter’s experiences as a student at the Universidad de Santo Tomás 
(UST) from 1882 to 1888. In his fourth year of medicine proper and despite 
his excellent record that the UST acclaimed, Panganiban left Santo Tomás 
to continue his medical studies in Barcelona, where he encountered the 
Propaganda Movement and contributed to La Solidaridad a series of articles 
that critiqued the UST and campaigned for higher education reforms in the 
Philippines. Rugeria points out that Panganiban did not merely score the 
UST for its lack of facilities for medical training but also for the Dominicans’ 
religious orthodoxy that stifled academic freedom, the system of appointing 
professors without state-mandated examinations, the heavy teaching load of 
non-friar faculty members, and the syllogistic method of Thomistic pedagogy 
that was far from suited to the medical sciences. Panganiban’s critique was 
informed by his exposure to Spain as well as by his personal experiences at 
Santo Tomás, as Rugeria contends.

If education at Santo Tomás produced a Propagandist like Panganiban 
because of the institution’s failings, education in the same university 
gave rise to a revolutionary like Emilio Jacinto, in part because of the 
successful impartation of Scholasticism in the course of Jacinto’s legal 
studies. Johaina K. Crisostomo analyzes Jacinto’s concepts of freedom and 
legitimate authority in Liwanag at Dilim and finds that these notions are 
rooted in Scholastic political philosophy. Jacinto appropriated the Catholic 
doctrine of free will and the exercise of free, personal volition. He used the 
Scholastic principle that rights and liberty were alienable, arguing not only 
that the people were to blame for allowing their freedom to be mishandled 
but also that they could use their reason to decide how to reorganize their 
common lot. Jacinto legitimated revolt on the basis of Spain’s transgression 
of the basic principles of natural law. Scholasticism also held that the rule by 
anyone could be valid only with the consent of the governed. But the people 
as a corporate entity, not a mere accidental grouping, had to act collectively, 
a view rooted in the absence of a conception of individual rights. In rising 
up in arms, Jacinto depicted the sacrifice of loving and dying for freedom 
as tantamount to loving and dying for the Creator, a love necessitating 
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freedom and its concomitant, reason. Crisostomo traces Jacinto’s political 
ideas to Scholastic philosophers, particularly Francisco de Vitoria (c. 1483–
1546) and Francisco Suárez (1548–1617). In Philippine historiography it 
has become commonplace to argue that Catholic imageries and metaphors 
moved peasants to rise in revolt against Spain, but now Crisostomo compels 
us to consider that Spanish Catholic thought provided the intellectual 
scaffolding for the political philosophy of revolutionaries like Jacinto.

A central feature of colonial Catholicism was its sponsorship by the 
crown in the form of the Patronato Real. The crown shouldered the costs 
of spreading the gospel, but in the process the church was subordinated to 
the crown. Because of the Patronato Real, civil authorities had every right 
to instruct the parishes concerning burial matters. Historians like John 
Schumacher argued that members of the clergy were reduced to the status 
of state employees. Because of this official arrangement the failure of the 
governor to resolve the conflicts that rent the cabildo apart in the 1690s was 
remarkable, just as the governor general’s acquiescence to the UST rector’s 
recommendations on the appointment of professors was atrocious as far as 
Panganiban was concerned.

The advent of US rule in the Philippines in 1898 has been seen 
conventionally as relegating the Catholic Church into social insignificance 
as US rule ended the Patronato Real and enforced the separation of 
church and state. However, in his review essay, Jethro Calacday considers 
an alternative view of the American colonial state in the Philippines as 
according the Catholic Church privileges in a de facto extension of the 
Patronato Real. Just as there were conflicts between the civil powers and 
the church under Spanish rule, so under US rule a fraught relationship 
existed between church and state. Nevertheless, Calacday gestures toward 
the argument that US imperialism used Catholicism as a means of social 
control, which enabled the church to exert influence on Philippine state 
and society despite the official policy on church–state separation.

With this issue, I end my editorship of this journal. It has been my 
great honor to have been its chief editor for the past eighteen years, an 
unparalleled opportunity for which I am deeply grateful. Many thanks to all 
our contributors and readers for keeping the vibrancy of the conversations on 
these pages.

Filomeno V. Aguilar Jr.
Ateneo de Manila University
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