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BOOK REVIEW 

DADA DOCOT, STEPHEN ACABADO,  

AND CLEMENT CAMPOSANO, EDS.

Plural Entanglements: Philippine Studies

Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2023. 451 pp. 

The book presents an attempt to revisit and recontextualize 
approaches to contemporary Philippine Studies. It seeks to locate 
the field of study locally and globally, noting that there are different 
ways of interrogating and therefore, extending the discussions to 
cover the Philippines’s place in the global community. There is a 
growing global scholarship on Philippine Studies, making it possible 
to have a continuity of discussion from the past that is not limited 
to an essentialist approach but one that is cognizant of the plurality 
entailed by the global nature of contemporary discourse. Caroline 
Hau writes in the foreword that the book “locates itself in the spaces 
of creativity and autonomy opened up by this intellectual turn in 
the ‘new Philippine Studies.’ Its ‘inside-out’ (and also ‘outside-in’) 
approaches work in tandem with its abiding concerns to extend 
the temporal, geographical, and climatological scope of the study 
before and beyond conventional (including Eurocentric models of ) 
periodization and spatialization” (Docot, Acabado, and Camposano 
2023, xiv).

As such, this collection of articles aims to provide an avenue 
for a more “accommodating Philippine Studies,” where there is a 
recognition of the dynamic and evolving place of the Philippines 
in the global community. As an actor in this global community, 
the factors that are at play in the former will inevitably shape and 
inform the character of the Philippines as a nation. Yet there is a felt 
need to move away from a simplistic and static view of the Filipino 
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identity. Instead, the book attempts to address the perceived tension 
between “homegrown and diasporic scholarship” (Docot, Acabado, 
and Camposano 2023, 21). Ultimately, this may be a question of 
identity as the issue revolves around the Filipino-ness of scholars 
who are writing from a position that is outside of the Philippine 
cultural context. 

It is in its positionality that the book differs from previous 
similar collections, as a majority of the contributors are approaching 
the field from Western-trained perspectives yet with an awareness 
of the significance of a decolonizing scholarship. In this regard, the 
book reflects the evolving global trends that impact the Philippines. 
It includes fifteen chapters written by twenty contributors, including 
the foreword and afterword written by Caroline Hau and Vicente 
Rafael, respectively.

THEMES AND CHAPTERS

It was published by the Ateneo de Manila University Press in 2023 as 
a soft cover book with 451 pages. The book’s physical format allows 
for a clear presentation, and the chapters are organized in a manner 
that supports a smooth flow of thought with the articles arranged 
sequentially. The editors offer a thematic arrangement of chapters 
based on five broad themes: “deep history and global connections, 
Philippine indigeneity, post-500 years of Christianity, the nation-
state, and the Philippines as a plural place” (Docot, Acabado, and 
Camposano 2023, 13).

The following chapters fall under the first theme: “Incorporating 
Indigenous Perspectives in Chronology Building: Rejecting the 
Three-Age System in Philippine Archaeology” by Grace Barretto-
Tesoro and Stephen Acabado, “Textiles and Other Trade Goods: 
The Philippines in Sixteenth-Century Global Trade” by Kristyl 
Obispado, “Emergence of ‘Undesirable’ and ‘Proletariat’ Chinese 
in the Nineteenth-Century Philippines” by Jely Galang, and 
“Foundations of Philippines Environmentalism: Science, Citizenship, 
and Nationhood” by Ruel Pagunsan. These articles present alternative 
perspectives that challenge traditional modes of thinking about 
Philippine history and of understanding it. For example, the piece 
by Grace Barretto-Tesoro and Stephen Acabado offers a critical 
perspective of the longstanding tradition of Western chronologies 
and how other possible models may be more appropriate, while the 
chapter by Ruel Pagunsan “illustrates how the promotion of scientific 
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understanding of the ‘Filipino’ environment reflected the colonial 
agenda for cultural reorientation and national imagination” (Docot, 
Acabado, and Camposano 2023, 117).

The articles “Patterns of Panow: Dimensions of Mobility among 
the Pantaron Manobo” by Andrea Malaya M. Ragragio and Myfel D. 
Paluga and “Cordillera Cultural Revitalization” by Analyn Salvador-
Amores interrogate concepts of indigenous identity and how 
notions of self are continuously being formed within the context of 
revitalization. A good example of this direction in research is Andrea 
Malaya M. Ragragio’s and Myfel D. Paluga’s exploration of panow 
not as an isolated indigenous concept but as a lens that informs the 
social and cultural mobility of a specific group of people. Indirectly, 
their research shows how an indigenous concept plays a role in 
contemporary meaning-making.

“The Filipino Roman Catholic Church in the Modern Era: 
Aggiornamento and Beyond” by Julìus Bautista, “Space and Power: 
Religious Worlding and the Rise of Iglesia ni Cristo” by Jayeel 
S. Cornelio, and “Beyond Dialogues: Interreligious Initiatives in 
Troubled Grounds” by Jose Jowel Canuday are articles that examine 
the contemporary impact post-500 years of Christianity. While these 
articles explore different religious institutions in the Philippines, they 
offer critical perspectives that outline the interplay between religion 
and Philippine culture and society, from the way that an institution 
like the Roman Catholic Church has changed and appropriated 
these, to an indigenous version that is the Iglesia ni Cristo. The article 
by Jose Jowel Canuday presents the complex nature of interreligious 
dialogues in Mindanao by showing that because the circumstances and 
participants behind such dialogues are multifaceted and characterized 
by constantly shifting relationships, these initiatives pave the way 
for peace and understanding, no longer through a religious lens but 
through a recognition of shared values.

Several articles also problematize how the Philippines may 
continue to be conceived of as a nation state by engaging the 
traditional understanding of the concept and exploring its critical 
limitations. These pieces recognize the Philippines’s ongoing struggle 
for its political identity especially in the face of its colonial past as well 
as its Islamic influences. Interestingly, even the Philippine experience 
of natural disasters provides a stimulus for the state to define itself 
through its national response. It becomes apparent that the exercise 
of identity formation happens within the context of such struggles as 
explored by these chapters. This section includes Lisandro Claudio’s 
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“The Philippine Liberal Tradition: A Short History in Four Phases,” 
Rosa Cordillera Castillo’s “The Bangsamoro as Imagined Future,” 
and a co-authored article by Majah-Leah Ravago and Claire Dennis 
Mapa entitled “Household Coping and Recovery Strategies from 
Nature’s Wrath: Rising from the Ruins in the Aftermath of Haiyan.” 

The following articles round out the chapters and comprise the 
fifth theme, which is an exploration of the Philippines as a space 
characterized by its plurality: “Postcolonial Monuments in the 
Hometown: Decolonization and the Im/possibilities of Repair” by 
Dada Docot, “Resisting Generosity: The Balikbayan Box and the 
Crafting of Selves within the Contemporary Transnational Filipino 
Household” by Clement Camposano, and “The Nexus of Assimilation 
and Transnationalism among Filipino Migrants in the US and the 
Netherlands” by Sharon Madriaga Quinsaat. These articles offer a 
perspective of the contemporary Philippine globalized experience, 
recognizing the complexities and tensions that a Filipino faces as a 
member of this global society and culture. There is an acknowledgement 
of the varied experiences of Filipinos in the diaspora and how they 
constantly attempt to navigate through changing cultural landscapes. 
A good example is the article written by Clement Camposano, 
where the practice of sending balikbayan boxes unpacks the tensions 
and complex relations posed by contested identity formation even 
within households. Such conversations illustrate the complexity of a 
perspective of the Philippines as a plural place.

CONTRIBUTION TO THE DISCOURSE

The overall value of the book lies in its ability to open the discourse 
to a rethinking of Philippine Studies as a field of inquiry, especially 
in relation to its scope, position, and perspective. It accomplishes 
this by locating the articles in the dialogic space between indigenous 
conceptions of the self and a decolonization of perspectives. Therein 
lies the strength of the scholarship displayed in the book. In exploring 
the different aspects of Filipino experience, such as history, identity, 
and consciousness, the various authors attempt to expand and extend 
the conversations by locating the above aspects within a global setting, 
while being aware of the existing remnants of colonial perspectives in 
previous framings of Philippine history, identity, and consciousness. 
There is a recognition that with the increasing movement of 
Filipinos globally, a growing need for a more accommodating and 
plural scholarship is identified. This is important because Philippine 
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Studies scholars need to acknowledge the Philippines’s position in 
the global space—that while previous scholarship may have tended to 
focus on the Philippine experience in isolation, global events do have 
significant impact on the lives of Filipinos via political and social 
threads. In this sense, the collection offers an updated and fresh 
perspective of what it means to conceive of Philippine Studies as a 
field of inquiry.

Aside from an acknowledgement of the relationship between the 
local and the global, the articles in this collection also recognize the 
increasing growth of the Filipino diaspora and the resulting interplay 
that stems from Filipinos’ evolving navigation in and through a 
foreign cultural landscape. The constant need to define and redefine 
the sense of identity shows how Filipinos, both inside and outside the 
Philippines, attempt to find their way by a willingness to engage in 
newer forms of relationships.

Overall, the book is a collection of articles that expand 
the discourse on the Philippines’s continuing exercise of self-
determination and the Filipino’s search for self, while locating the 
scholarship within the context of a postcolonial and/or decolonized 
framework.

QUESTIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Undoubtedly, a key strength of the book is the grounded research 
that underpins the articles comprising the collection. It goes without 
saying that this grounded approach is necessary if scholarship is to 
be epistemologically and intellectually honest. Equally important, 
however, is the exercise of conceptual analysis. Understandably, care 
should be taken to ensure that such analyses are not motivated by 
an imagined need to find counterparts or equivalent concepts to be 
compared against Western concepts. For example, pakikisama1 need 
not be posited as a counterpart to the Taoist notion of harmony 
stemming from the Yin Yang principle. Yet, there is value in exploring 
how pakikisama may be informing social relations in the contemporary 
diaspora and how community leaders may be appropriating the 
concept in a manner that serves as a cultural identity marker. In 
other words, it may be an important direction in research to explore 
how indigenous Filipino concepts are relevant within a globalized 
context, which may be a gap in this current collection. It may be 
worth asking questions that involve fundamental ideas, such as how 
interactions across the global community challenge and stretch the 
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Filipinos’ understanding of concepts such as katarungan (justice) and 
utang na loob,2 or how an understanding of katibayan (evidence) and 
pinaninindigan (justified belief ) may be relevant in unpacking the 
ways by which an indigenous version of Christianity like Iglesia ni 
Cristo may be projecting a religious identity to the world. Therefore, 
whether in the context of disaster relief programs, interreligious 
dialogues, or the sending and receiving of balikbayan boxes, one 
may wonder how much of these social and cultural phenomena are 
framed by various indigenous concepts. For example, it is easy to 
note how the framing of national responses to natural disasters using 
Filipino concepts may easily be used as a tool to promote a “Filipino 
identity” for the world to see. As a corollary, there is much to be said 
about how “Filipino resilience” as well as the supposed “bayanihan 
spirit” tend to be romanticized and thereafter, politically abused and 
misused, resulting in the justification of bad behavior and corruption. 
Regardless, the point remains that conceptual analyses that recognize 
a globalized contemporary Philippine society is an important part of 
expanding Philippine Studies.

The current collection also tends to miss opportunities to 
revisit some indigenous ethical concepts that may be relevant when 
considering the pursuit of self-determination and identity. In contested 
spaces characterized by conflict and violence (i.e., physical, cultural, 
and relational) stemming from religious, ideological, and political 
differences and alliances, there is a point where one may ask questions 
about how contemporary renderings of pagkatao (personhood), 
pagpapakatao,3 and pakikipagkapwa tao4 may be underpinning 
factors that allow people of different faiths to see beyond religious 
affiliations and actually make peace efforts work. Revisiting such 
concepts along the lines of analyses made by Leonardo De Castro 
(1995) in proposing an oryentasyong pangkatauhan or person-oriented 
ethical framework and Dionisio Miranda (1988) in looking at the 
moral agent as gumagalaw (literally, one who acts) or actor, may have 
a place in contemporary discourse.

Finally, the book implicitly acknowledges that a persistent 
issue that Filipinos face in a contemporary globalized context is 
the question of identity. In working to extend Philippine Studies 
discourse, it may be worth considering the value of revisiting an 
expanded understanding of the loob5 concept, seeing as the migration 
of Filipinos across the globe will not stop but will only continue 
to grow. Inevitably, the growth and increase of Filipino scholarship 
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will come with such a movement. This movement will only serve to 
challenge the contemporary understanding of what it means to engage 
in Philippine Studies, considering the apparent tension produced by 
a perceived dichotomy of scholarship from “within” and “outside” 
of it. Yet this may be an instance where revisiting the meaning of 
loob may be appropriate. If globalization has a deterritorializing and 
reterritorializing effect to socio-economic and political space (Held 
et al. 1999, 27), it may also mean that concepts will tend to be 
stretched and redefined in some way. As such, perhaps the growth 
and expansion of Philippine Studies scholarship will also expand 
what it means to engage in the discourse from an expanded loob and 
render the tension obsolete.

In conclusion, the book provides valuable insight into how 
contemporary Philippine Studies may proceed. With strong, grounded 
research, it extends the discourse by locating the Philippines within 
the global context and is, therefore, unique in its positionality. The 
collection of articles reflects the evolving nature of the field as it 
recognizes the need to rethink how an updated and decolonized 
scholarship may foster further dialogues.

NOTES

1	 In Sikolohiyang Pilipino (Filipino Psychology), pakikisama pertains to 
one level in a scale of interaction between a researcher and a research 
participant. This level is characterized by participation stemming from 
friendship or to some form of utility that may be gained because of said 
participation  (see Pe-Pua 1982; De Castro 1995).

2	 Utang (debt) na loob (of or from the human “interior”) is a concept 
pertaining to the recognition of an informal obligation or debt toward 
someone who extended aid during a time of great need. This act is 
perceived as coming from within (i.e., personal and volitional). Therefore, 
it is seen as an extension of the self (see De Castro 1995). 

3	 Pagpapakatao roughly translates as “acting as a human being.” As a 
concept, it is a term that connotes the freedom to choose to conduct 
oneself in a morally upright manner. This stems from the implied 
distinction between the higher status of being human, and the lower, and 
therefore, less desirable, status of being an animal (see Miranda 1988).

4	 Pakikipagkapwa tao is a compound term (root: kapwa = roughly 
translates as “co-equal” or “fellow”, and tao = “human being”) that refers 
to the relational posture of recognizing, acknowledging, and identifying 
with the personhood of another. This implies a sense of equality that is 
manifested in conduct and behavior (see Alejo 1990; De Castro 1995).
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5	 Loob (inside, internal, interior) is a concept that refers to a configuration 
that allows a person to locate oneself in relation to others. Because 
it connotes an interior space, it serves as a metaphor that defines 
acceptance and social space. However, it is a term that is rich in meaning 
because it is used to indicate physical, relational, intellectual, emotional, 
volitional, and even spiritual configurations (see Alejo 1990; Covar 1998; 
Mercado 1974; Miranda 1988).
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