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olutionary warfare to be a product of interdependent factors, including political, 
military, economic, social, and other that were unique to conflict in Indochina” (12).

Thus, the revolutionary war in Vietnam was only partially a war of decoloniza­
tion. In particular, the involvement of the United States and China made the conflict 
a Cold War battleground, a proxy war in the systemic conflict between East and 
West. In Fall’s argument of revolutionary warfare, Moir sees similarities that refer to 
the American wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. While there are also many differences 
between these case studies, Moir presents his protagonist as a Cassandra-like arche­
type who saw the future with more nuance than his contemporaries, hence a “num­
ber one realist.” The moniker number one realist as a self-designation derives from a 
letter to Newsweek in fall of 1965.

As Moir clearly shows, Fall developed a theory of counterinsurgency that cen­
tered on the civilian population, just like fellow French author and acclaimed military 
expert David Galula. However, similarities between these authorities, as well as the 
possible differences between Fall’s analytical descriptions and the true North Viet­
namese and National Liberation Front (NLF) strategy, feature relatively little in the 
book. Instead, Moir focuses on Fall’s other main intellectual contributions. Accord­
ing to Fall, the Viet Minh as well as the NLF controlled the social fabric of Viet­
nam. This control constituted the real indices of success, not military measures such 
as body counts, kill ratios, and air sorties employed by the US military. While the 
allied troops fought against an invisible enemy, their enemies were busy establishing 
a parallel hierarchy. Just like revolutionary warfare, the concept of a parallel enemy 
hierarchy was originally developed by French offi cers and only later adopted by Fall. 
According to him, the Viet Minh utilized the existing administration by infiltration 
and by creating new underground structures and networks to cripple the bureaucracy 
and hierarchy from the inside.

With references to the works of historians and political scientists as diverse as 
Stathis Kalyvas, David Kilcullen, David Milne, and Andrew Preston, Moir carefully 
studies the writing and intellectual influences on Fall and his ideas. Although he 
died aged forty, on February 21, 1967, while on a patrol in South Vietnam with the 
First Battalion, Ninth Marine Infantry Regiment, Fall left behind a rich number of 
sources, books, and articles. It is more than commendable that an author with mil­
itary experience himself has finally carefully studied the legacy of Fall and drawn a 
clear account of this public intellectual for small wars.

marcel berni
Swiss Military Academy at ETH Zurich

maberni@ethz​.ch
doi: 10.1215/00219118-10849822

Babaylan Sing Back: Philippine Shamans and Voice, Gender, and Place. By Grace 
Nono. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2021. xi, 239 pp. ISBN: 9781501760112.

Given the title of this book and its well-known author, one can definitely be for­
given for any initial trepidation when approaching it as a serious academic publi­
cation. The Philippine babaylan (shaman) has become rather politicized recently, as 
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the practices of Indigenous minority communities, many of whom retain some sha­
manic practices, have been appropriated by mainstream Filipinos seeking to “decol­
onize” themselves and reconnect with ancestral heritage. Especially prominent is the 
movement built around the babaylan as a proto-feminist icon of anticolonial resis­
tance. This process has effectively dampened the Indigenous voice while brightening 
already-privileged mainstream majority voices as interlocutors of Indigenous repre­
sentation. The author herself, Filipino pop singularity Grace Nono, whose esoteric 
musical style is inspired profoundly by Philippine native musical traditions, has long 
been associated with this trend.

But the academic reader can be reassured that, from beginning to end, Baba-
ylan Sing Back explicitly and unambiguously locates the babaylan/shaman squarely 
within the context of modern-day Indigenous minority communities of practice. 
Nono additionally grounds these communities and practices exclusively in the lived 
experiences of its modern practitioners and participants as members of marginalized 
Indigenous communities. Last but not least, Nono pays attention to how competing 
ideas about gender structure both the formation of the featured ritual specialists and 
their later positionalities, which in turn inflects the resulting embodiment of the rit­
ual practices (including oral traditions) themselves.

This particular contextualization is what makes this work an important contri­
bution to the literature on Indigenous peoples, modern shamans, and oral traditions. 
Nono is already known for working with Indigenous artists, but what is remarkable 
here is how she manages to weave into a relatively brief text so many of the cultural, 
relational, religious, gendered, and discursive complexities embodied by individual 
ritual specialists vis-à-vis their specific communities of practice. Thus the stories of 
ritual specialists here are neither victimologies nor romances but dynamic portraits 
that bring out both their individualities and shared intersectionalities as key culture 
bearers of marginalized Indigenous minority communities.

Embedded consistently throughout the text is a precise critique of those from 
outside of Indigenous communities who have commodified “babaylanism” as a tool 
for self-indigenizing and self-actualization. She acknowledges that “the construction 
of the archaicized, nationalized, and valorized babaylan as symbol of power available 
for all to appropriate has proved to be a rallying point for many urban and diasporic 
gender scholars and activists, themselves battling patriarchal and heteronormative 
colonial regimes,” but reminds the same audience that “the denial of Native ritual 
specialists’ embodied contemporaneity and the appropriation of the babaylan title 
by subjects of greater privilege are considered by some as seriously offensive” and 
“demonstrates for some the complicity of feminism with colonialism” (7).

The book consists of three stand-alone chapters that explore very different 
aspects of babaylan formation, practice, and identity. The first chapter, “Who Sings?,” 
presents the experiences of two Agusan Manobo women baylan, following one over 
the years from her novitiate to her current practice. The core elements of shamanic 
practice in the Philippines are introduced here but are deliberately complicated by 
the impact of the very real ills of the past and present (colonialism, religious con­
version, etc.). Nono’s treatment of the fascinating interplay between competing 
Christian and Indigenous texts, doctrines, practices, and human-spirit relations is 
particularly well done here and elsewhere in the book.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/journal-of-asian-studies/article-pdf/82/3/512/2001114/512paredes.pdf by U

N
IV C

A LO
S AN

G
ELES SER

IALS user on 22 O
ctober 2023



514  THE JOURNAL OF ASIAN STUDIES  •  82:3  •  August 2023

The second chapter, “Shifting Voices and Malleable Bodies,” introduces us to 
T’boli women and Blaan transgender practitioners within the context of broader, 
contemporary conversations about gender. The first half explores the power dynam­
ics of T’boli polygyny and how the Tudbulul sung epic, in which customary law is 
conveyed through the fantastical adventures of its eponymous hero and his relations, 
continues to inform gender ideology in a way that undercuts substantially any argu­
ment for proto-feminism being a defining characteristic of Indigenous shamanism. 
The second half focuses on two Blaan transgender men practitioners, opening up a 
spirited discussion of how, as nungaru, they embody the malleability and persistence 
of gender ideologies in changing times.

The third and final chapter, “Song Travels,” takes us to the Indigenous diaspora 
through the portrait of Lagitan, an Ifugao mumbaki now based in Ohio whose for­
mation and practice were structured by his positionality as an immigrant and visible 
racial minority in the colonial metropole. Lagitan’s encounters with anthropologists, 
white neo-shamans, and other problematic figures might cause readers to question his 
inclusion. But here Nono asks the reader to consider the full spectrum of postcolonial 
realities that modern Indigenous shamans must contend with to sustain their practices.

Beautifully written and substantial ethnographically, Babaylan Sing Back is a 
profoundly satisfying read. In embracing her unique positionality as an artist, Nono 
makes a solid intellectual contribution to the study of both oral traditions and Indig­
enous peoples in the Philippines. She also manages to work her way past the persis­
tent contentiousness of “babaylanism” across the multiverse of Philippine cultures to 
compel us to witness modern shamans in all their complexity. We could certainly find 
fault with this book for being yet another representation of the Indigenous minority 
voice by yet another non-Indigenous author, but the author’s presence in the text pro­
vides a clear delineation between her voice and that of the women and men she fore­
grounds in the book. As Nono states in chapter 2: “They need no other contemporary 
women to embody them as though they are not, themselves, embodied and historical. 
They need no other women to idealize them as though their conditions mirror the 
egalitarian past untainted by historical exigences that elite feminists imagine the pre­
colonial times to be. They need no other women or men to save them, as though they 
do not have their own moral and other resources to address their needs. And yet, they 
also do not wish to be simply left alone” (104). And this is indeed a book that makes 
room for Indigenous babaylan to begin singing back.

oona paredes
University of California, Los Angeles

oparedes@humnet​.ucla​.edu
doi: 10.1215/00219118-10849832

La chair des stèles: Enquête sur les donateurs et les Épigones du Bouddha et des 
divinités, au Vietnam, des origins à la fin du XVIIe siècle. By Philippe Papin. Paris: 
Les Belles Lettres, 2022. 510 pages. ISBN: 9782251453699.

Philippe Papin writes: “The stele contains more than the archive. . . . ​No Vietnamese 
historical document goes so far and so deep into the society of the past. . . . ​In Viet­
nam there exists no source more specific, more technical, more arduous than what 
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