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In his latest work, French Jesuit Fr. Pierre de Charentenay gives 
what can be described, for lack of an all-inclusive term, as a 
social-political-cultural-economic overview of the “Asiatic and 

Catholic Archipelago.” As a long time observer of Philippine society 
and with his distinctive qualifications in the social sciences (most 
notably as President of the Jesuit Faculty of Centre Sèvres, Paris and 
as Editor-in-Chief of Etudes), Charentenay is eminently qualified to 
provide this wide-ranging analysis. The volume is clearly meant for 
those attempting an initial, in-depth understanding of the Philippines 
while having much to offer to those more familiar with, and immersed 
in, the country’s realities.

Charentenay conducts his investigation by positing the existence of 
“fractures” between the country’s colonial past and the exigencies of 
local identities and cultures. He begins with a compact but serviceable 
historical background of the country. To his credit, Charentenay 
does not attempt an exhaustive chronicle. Rather, drawing from 
reliable Philippine social histories and historical reflections (de la 
Costa, Sturtevant, Nery, etc.), he gives a sufficient preview of the 
colonial influences that have contributed to the “hybridization” of the 
Philippine nation. This in turn serves as the context in which fractures 
transpire: the primary one between the colonial and the local, and the 
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other fundamental fractures stemming from it. Examples presented 
by Charentenay include the social upheavals preceding the first EDSA 
revolution, the continuing economic travails of large portions of the 
populace, the political scandals spawned by graft and corruption, 
moving down to the uniqueness and the contradictions behind local 
linguistic expressions and religious devotions. He develops these 
through vignettes or mini case studies drawn from his extensive 
observations and travels throughout the archipelago.

Religion plays an important part in Charentenay’s analysis, for he 
sees Filipino Catholic faith at the nexus of the hybridization process 
that has been both a boon and a bane for Philippine society. As the 
most lasting legacy of the Spanish colonial empire, Catholicism is a 
seminal influence in the formation of the nation’s long-standing but 
also evolving traditions, norms, and values. And, as a permanent fixture 
in current social and cultural life, the institutional Church continues 
to provide the definitive (if not unchallenged) moral compass for this 
vast Catholic nation.

The volume is therefore particularly effective when Charentenay 
is able to narrate how the various forces of history converge to push 
fractures to the breaking point, with the Catholic Church playing 
a crucial role in (or in some cases, defaulting from) unleashing 
movements that can help resolve the conflict. In his extensive study 
of the 1986 EDSA “People Power” revolution (“EDSA I”), for 
instance, he traces how the dictatorial Marcos regime represents the 
transmogrification of inequitable power arrangements that originated 
from the earliest days of the Spanish colonial occupation. As the 
Marcos regime came to a head with the aspirations for freedom of 
a long oppressed nation, Charentenay recounts how the Catholic 
Church and civil society were able to challenge the dictatorship and 
help restore democratic institutions. However, precisely because the 
inequitable power interests that gave rise to the dictatorship have been 
so well-entrenched, the revolution ends up as an unfinished one. In the 
succession of presidents from Corazon Aquino to Benigno “Noynoy” 
Aquino III, the fragile democracy continues to be fractured in various 
ways, with the Catholic Church revising its modes of social and political 
engagement accordingly.
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Charentenay takes these same forces and demonstrates how the 
persistent economic inequalities besetting the nation are in continuity 
with the inequitable power arrangements challenged, but not completely 
overthrown, by EDSA I. Surveying the vast problems of economic 
distribution and urban blight, he concludes that security of land tenure 
and stability of employment are the two “keys of development” for 
economic equity. He also enhances his narrative in this section with 
various first-hand experiences in impoverished communities and 
institutions catering to the poor, including post-Haiyan Tacloban, the 
New Bilibid Prison in Muntinlupa City, and the Philippine General 
Hospital in Manila.

His exposition, however, hits a bit of a snag with the somewhat 
ill-fitting chapter on hybridity, where Charentenay attempts to 
further expound on the thesis he has borrowed from de la Costa. 
He jumps from national historical developments to the workings 
of the Filipino psyche, but does so neither thoroughly nor incisively 
enough to give justice to the complexities of such phenomena. A 
short section on linguistic nuances in choice Filipino expressions 
(e.g., bahala na, pakikisama, hiya) gives glimpses of the more in-depth 
analysis that can be done in this regard, but is undertaken too fleetingly 
to add substance to the discussion. An extended treatment on nepotism 
and political dynasties is also included, but this analysis may have been 
better served by being integrated into his earlier sections detailing the 
restoration of democratic institutions after Marcos.

Charentenay begins to right the ship with his chapter on the 
recent “pork barrel” scandals in the Congress and Senate, where 
various legislators were charged with misappropriating the Priority 
Development Assistance Fund allocated for their priority projects. 
His narrative is a bit weighed down by details which even the ordinary 
Filipino familiar with the issue will find hard to follow. However, 
the chapter forwards the analysis of hybridity/fractures by showing 
how Philippine governance is caught between what he describes as 
two competing “logics”: the demands of effective and professional 
governance on the one hand, and the accommodations made to 
political culture on the other. Charentenay ends his narrative by 
showing how the two main actors in the Philippines’ march towards 
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democratization and stability—the Church and civil society—have 
responded to the challenge of bringing peace and development to 
the nation in the midst of continuing fractures. In the “associative 
dynamism” of civil society, and in the “exuberance” of local religious 
practice, he sees untapped resources for further mobilizing adherents 
for the work of social justice.

In his conclusion, Charentenay identifies how Philippine society 
has to continue working towards a functional differentiation 
between the personal sphere of relationships and the public sphere of 
accountability, especially in politics and governance. Nationalist leaning 
historians and social scientists may find Charentenay’s conclusions a bit 
patronizing, especially in the light of the “damaged culture” discourse. 
But his work is offered not just as a critique of flaws and faults, but 
also as an identification of promise and potential. His analysis is 
well worth considering as the Philippines moves forward under the 
Duterte administration.

<ENF>
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