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Routledge Handbook of tHe 
ContempoRaRy pHilippines

the philippines is a fascinating example of a “poor country democracy” where issues of economic 
development and poverty, political participation and stability, as well as ethnicity and migration are 
crucial. the Routledge Handbook of the Contemporary Philippines provides a comprehensive overview 
of the current political, economic, social, and cultural issues of the country. the Handbook is 
divided into the following four sections concentrating on a different aspect of the philippines:

•	 domestic	politics;
•	 foreign	relations;
•	 economics	and	social	policy;
•	 cultures	and	movements.

in terms of domestic politics, chapters discuss clientelism, bossism, dynasties, pork barrel and 
corruption, as well as institutions – the presidency, congress, the judiciary, the civil service, 
political parties, and civilian-military relations. the philippines is confronted with many over-
seas challenges, with the foreign relations section focused on the country’s relationship with 
China, Japan, and the usa as well as assessing the impact of the filipino diaspora community 
around the world. Regarding economics and social policy, authors examine industrial policy, 
capital flight, microfinance, technocracy, economic nationalism, poverty, social welfare pro-
grams, and livelihoods. the final section on philippine cultures and movements highlights issues 
of customs, gender, religion, and nationalism while also examining various social and political 
forces – the peasantry, the middle class, indigenous peoples, ngos, the left, trade unionism, the 
women’s movement, and major insurgencies.
 Written by leading experts in the field, the Handbook provides students, scholars, and policy-
makers of southeast asia with an interdisciplinary resource on the evolving politics, society, and 
economics of the philippines.

Mark R. Thompson is professor and Head, department of asian and international studies 
and director of the southeast asia Research Centre at the City university of Hong kong.

Eric Vincent C. Batalla is professor and Chair of political science at de la salle 
university, philippines.
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intRoduCtion

the philippines is a fascinating example of a “poor country democracy” where issues of eco-
nomic development and poverty, political participation and stability, as well as ethnicity and 
migration are crucial. the Routledge Handbook of the Contemporary Philippines attempts to provide 
a comprehensive overview of the current political, economic, social, and cultural issues facing 
the country. it not only has a domestic focus but also offers analysis of the key aspects of the 
country’s foreign relations. Written by leading experts in the field, the aim of this Handbook is 
to provide students, scholars, and policymakers of southeast asia with an interdisciplinary 
resource on the evolving politics, foreign relations, society, and economics of the philippines.
 the Handbook is divided into four sections concentrating on themes of domestic politics, 
foreign relations, economics and social policies, as well as cultures and movements. individual 
chapters in the politics section of the Handbook discuss the major institutions of government (the 
presidency, Congress, the supreme Court, the military, and the civil service) as well as political 
parties. other chapters focus on informal (and often much criticized) arrangements in politics: 
clientelism, bossism, political dynasties, corruption, and congressional pork barrel. the second 
section concerns foreign policy with chapters on philippine relations with the us, China, and 
Japan as well as “diaspora diplomacy.” in terms of the economy and social policy, chapters 
discuss the nature of philippine capitalism, (the lack of ) industrialization, capital flight, efforts 
at poverty alleviation, informality in women’s livelihood projects, microfinance, economic 
nationalism, and conditional cash transfers. the final part of the Handbook examines cultures 
(syncretic philippine culture, the influence of Catholicism on local culture, indigenous cultures, 
and peasant culture) and movements (middle class, women’s, labor, ngo, left, and 
bangsamoro).

Domestic politics

“people power” which overthrew the corrupt dictatorship of ferdinand e. marcos in the phil-
ippines nearly 30 years ago put this southeast asian country in the international spotlight. 
known in the philippines as edsa (named after the major avenue on which the largest crowds 
gathered), the february 1986 uprising influenced a number of other popular revolts against 
dictatorships in asia and beyond: south korean activists in 1987–1988, burmese protesters in 
1988, and Chinese student demonstrators in 1989. even where the origins of the term “people 
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power” were forgotten, commentators applied it to uprisings such as in serbia in 2000, georgia 
in 2003, tunisia and egypt in 2011, and the ukraine in 2014. yet for many filipinos who 
remain poor and disillusioned with the post- marcos order, this “heroic” transition to demo-
cracy appears to be little more than political folklore, as shown by the dwindling crowds at 
recent annual official celebrations of the uprising. in the philippine case, as in many other coun-
tries after peaceful revolutions that brought down dictators, people power has been followed by 
a troubled transition to democracy.
 in the midst of a major economic crisis and the institutional decay of the late dictatorship 
period, Corazon (Cory) C. aquino’s government was nearly toppled by military rebels who 
turned against her administration after she opened negotiations with the communist insurgents 
who had grown in strength during martial rule. the economy sputtered as foreign, particularly 
Japanese investors skipped the country, preferring the philippines’ more stable southeast asian 
neighbors such as malaysia and thailand. aquino’s successor as philippine president, former 
general fidel V. Ramos, brought the military under civilian control, restored political stability, 
and undertook key reforms during his 1992–1998 presidency, leading to a return to economic 
growth. the populist president Joseph e. estrada, a former movie star whose “proletarian pot-
boilers” that portrayed him as a lonely fighter for the disadvantaged against malicious upper class 
villains had won him a mass fan base easily transformed into votes, triumphed in the 1998 
presidential election by the largest margin in post- marcos philippines. faced with corruption 
charges leveled by his elite enemies, estrada was overthrown in what was known as “edsa 
dos” but which was actually more of a “people power coup,” driving estrada from power in 
early 2001 despite his continued popularity among the poor. discredited by a number of cor-
ruption scandals of her own, estrada’s elite- backed successor, gloria macapagal- arroyo, proved 
to be the most unpopular post- marcos president. benigno s. “noynoy” aquino iii revived calls 
for good governance (which he dubbed the “straight path”), using the unpopular arroyo 
administration as a convenient foil. the son of Cory aquino, noynoy aquino was a political 
“descendent” of people power, with strong upper class backing. Rodrigo R. duterte’s presi-
dency, which began in mid- 2016, already represents a sea change in philippine politics. duterte 
moved quickly to replace the “liberal reformist” political order with its emphasis on civil liber-
ties, if limited political participation, with an illiberal regime. a strongman committed to a 
bloody fight against the drug scourge, duterte was long a local politician (as mayor of or the 
power- behind-the throne in davao city) who then began implementing this policy nationally.
 but for many scholars of philippine politics, such personality- centered, macro descriptions of 
philippine politics are secondary to underlying localized clientelist structures. in his chapter 
revisiting the clientelist paradigm of politics in the philippines, masataka kimura, who has been 
studying philippine politics for over three decades, shows the continued relevance of the “tra-
ditional” clientelist model of politics, “one involving an affective, diffuse pattern of exchange 
[typified by the] vertical dyad in the landlord- tenant relationship in traditional philippine rural 
communities.” but the breakdown of these traditional clientelist ties has seen the emergence of 
class- based politics (in the form of a communist insurgency and a moderate social reformism) as 
well “machine politics” based on more instrumental, short-term dyadic ties and “bossism” in 
which violence replaces voluntary ties.
 in his chapter on local politics, John t. sidel offers a more critical assessment of the clientelist 
model. the results of the 1987 congressional and 1988 local elections proved to be a “harsh 
reality check” as “entrenched ‘provincial warlords’ and local ‘political dynasties’ who had 
attracted such attention and condemnation for their wielding of ‘guns, goons, and gold’ in 
defence of the marcos regime” managed to regain seats in Congress and local offices in large 
numbers. sidel’s study of “bossism” is an attempt to solve the puzzle of explaining the “enduring 
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entrenchment” of “subnational authoritarianism” even as a transition to electoral democracy 
was occurring nationally. 

distrustful and dismissive of earlier accounts of “patron- client relations” as the under-
lying basis of local politics, scholars of the 1990s instead noted the accumulated advant-
ages of incumbency, the dull compulsion of economic relations, the structural logic of 
monopoly, the ubiquity of vote- buying and electoral fraud, and, more broadly, the 
importance of coercion – rather than clientelism or consent – as the basis of local 
“guns, goons, and gold,” or understood more subtly as embedded within the everyday 
fabric of social relations in localities across the archipelago.

 in his chapter on philippine political parties, allen Hicken shows that the party system is 
relatively under- institutionalized. He argues that “the introduction of early elections in an 
environment rich in oligarchic elites but lacking a mobilized citizenry or mass organizations, 
hindered institutionalization” as did the “adoption of a particular set of electoral institutions 
[that] reinforced this tendency.” furthermore, there were key institutional changes that weak-
ened the party system – the creation of the Kilusang Bagong Lipunan (new society movement) 
by marcos during his martial law rule as a hegemonic party, the ban on presidential reelection 
in the post- marcos era, and the idiosyncrasies of the party list system. Hicken suggests this low 
level of institutionalization adversely affects democratic governance because parties have “narrow 
constituencies and short time horizons – both of which are problematic for the provision of 
needed public goods” and it “undermines the ability of voters to hold politicians individually 
and collectively accountable. this can lead to voter disillusionment, providing opportunities for 
political outsiders with anti- party and sometimes anti- democratic sensibilities to rise to power,” 
such as marcos and duterte.
 in his chapter on political corruption, Jon s. t. Quah documents the pervasiveness of cor-
ruption in the philippines, identifying chief causes as low salaries, lack of effective detection and 
punishment, the importance of family and cultural values, and the lack of political will. He 
documents the ineffectiveness of many anti- corruption agencies since independence in 1946 but 
acknowledges that public perceptions toward corruption have improved during the administra-
tions of fidel Ramos and noynoy aquino. nevertheless, he argues that the country’s anti- 
corruption model based on multiple anti- corruption agencies continues to be ineffective. 
instead, Quah proposes the creation of a well- funded, adequately staffed single agency, which 
he dubs the philippine anti- Corruption agency. accordingly, a single anti- corruption agency 
for the philippines would eliminate problems of coordination and overlapping functions as well 
as competition for resources that characterize the existing multiple agency model.
 Writing about the philippine civil service, Rupert Hodder offers a more optimistic take on 
philippine bureaucratic performance. despite the prevalence of models of “elite capture or 
patrimonialism” and “anarchic families,” he found “constructive informal practice” to be wide-
spread both among permanent civil servants or political appointees. there are often high quality 
appointments and using “their authority to overcome inertia and entrenched habits within a 
department is woefully inadequate, most especially given the short time they have to turn a 
department around and set it on a new course.” understanding the potential advantages of such 
informality “may even prove to be essential if the philippine civil service is to be transformed 
thoughtfully and imaginatively, and its efficacy improved.”
 in his chapter on political dynasties, Julio C. teehankee argues that through a process of 
adaptation they have been able to “maintain their dominance in philippine congressional pol-
itics.” He distinguishes between traditional, new, and emerging political dynasties with the 
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national legislature as the “nexus for national and local power dynamics, the mechanism by 
which political clans acquire, sustain, and reproduce power.”
 in his chapter on congressional “pork barrel,” Ronald d. Holmes provides an overview of a 
hundred years of national patronage politics in the philippines before analyzing this phenom-
enon in the post- marcos era. in elections, pork barrel allows incumbent politicians to target 
voters by directing pork funds to their constituencies. but politicians also regularly siphon off 
funds for direct use in their campaign in order to “maintain a clientelistic network by dispensing 
various forms of assistance finance by such funds, or for personal enrichment.” finally the pres-
sure for “pork” means that all post- marcos presidents must yield to legislators’ demands for 
particularistic projects in order to secure Congressional support for their preferred legislative 
programs.
 in their chapter on the philippine Congress, diana J. mendoza and mark R. thompson 
suggest that the national legislature is largely subordinated to the president due in part to its reli-
ance on patronage distributed by the chief executive as well as the lack of programmatic political 
parties. the overwhelmingly elite character of representatives and senators contributes to its 
reactive character, aimed at protecting the oligarchy’s interest rather than passing innovative 
legislation. yet Congress does have some tools with which to challenge presidents: congres-
sional oversight hearings, impeachment/conviction, and other powers. it also has occasionally 
passed landmark legislation, particularly in areas of gender equality thanks in part to the success-
ful efforts of the women’s movement.
 the chapter on the presidency by mark R. thompson picks up on the debate about the role 
of clientelist politics and pork barrel in the post- marcos philippines. While recognizing its 
explanatory power, he warns against reducing “the presidency to its function as patronage dis-
penser.” He points out that the winners of post- marcos presidential elections are not necessarily 
the candidates with the best patronage machinery but rather those with the more compelling 
campaign narrative. moreover, he points out that effective patronage distribution cannot guar-
antee a president’s survival because extra- electoral elite strategic groups can oust them from 
office through a people- power coup such as against Joseph e. estrada in 2001. thompson also 
critiques a “presidential- style” approach which assumes personality characteristics are crucial, 
missing key constraints facing presidents. as a supplement to clientelist and presidential style 
approaches he offers the relational concept of presidential regimes, using a modified version 
adapted from u.s. political scientist stephen skowronek. this allows the evaluation of presiden-
tial performance not just in terms of personal and persuasive qualities, but also on the basis of 
sequencing the presidency within a political regime and analyzes the cycle of presidential chal-
lenges within the context of strategic moments that lie between regime structures and agents’ 
choices.
 the chapter on the philippine judiciary by eric Vincent C. batalla, co- authored with 
michelle sta. Romana and karen Rodrigo, locates the courts in the country’s political system, 
noting that despite enhanced powers of judicial review and measures to strengthen its impartial-
ity under the 1987 philippine Constitution, the judiciary remains a politicized institution that is 
highly vulnerable to executive and legislative pressures. the chapter recounts the tension 
between the noynoy aquino government and the supreme Court, leading to the impeachment 
and conviction of Chief Justice Renato Corona. likewise, it traces problems of political vulner-
ability and judicial inefficiency to existing institutional practices and budget constraints.
 in the chapter on civil- military relations in the philippines, Rosalie arcala Hall shows how 
they have evolved within the context of “the semi- democratic nature” of post- marcos politics. 
despite being based on a “Western template focused on a set of constitutional- legal civilian 
control mechanisms and a professional military, the elite- dominated and clientelistic nature of 
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philippine politics” adversely affects the military’s relations to civilian authority. the military 
has been used for internal security and election monitoring as much as it has for external defense 
making the military “the state’s brokers to local power holders, and tying them inevitably into 
the murky civilian politics.” since marcos’ martial law rule the military has become increasingly 
politicized with factions emerging that have linked up to civilian groups trying to seize power.

Foreign relations

philippine diplomacy in the post- marcos period often seemed to revolve exclusively around the 
axis of its u.s. ties, but the chapters in this section show that the nature of philippine foreign 
relations has been more complex. after supporting the marcos dictatorship (only partially 
and tentatively pressuring it shortly before its fall), the u.s. provided support for the fledgling 
philippine democracy (that culminated in indirect intervention to help the philippine govern-
ment fend off a major coup attempt in 1989). but this was soon overshadowed by the philip-
pine’s senate’s decision not to renew the u.s. bases treaty, a legacy of the colonial era, forcing 
the americans to withdraw from two of their largest military facilities abroad in 1992. philip-
pine relations warmed with China economically, particularly in the early 2000s during the presi-
dency of gloria macapagal- arroyo. but a series of corruption scandals linked to contracts with 
Chinese companies and China’s increasingly aggressive stance toward the south China sea 
(dubbed the “West philippine sea” by filipinos), led her successor, noynoy aquino, to move 
back toward closer ties with the u.s. while growing increasingly hostile to China. this seems 
to have changed under duterte, though it is still unclear whether policy will actually mirror his 
anti-u.s. and pro- China rhetoric given China’s continued territorial claims in the south China 
sea and the links built up over decades of close philippines–u.s. ties. throughout the post- 
marcos period, the philippines’ links to Japan have been of great importance.
 in his chapter on philippines–u.s. relations, Howard loewen argues that there has been 
much continuity and limited change in this bilateral linkage. these ties evolved from the colo-
nial era and the fight against the Japanese occupation of the philippines during World War ii. 
the 1951 “mutual defense treaty” has long been the basis of the philippines–u.s. link. yet 
when the philippines decided not to renew the u.s. bases treaty, the philippines looked more 
to southeast asia to increase regional cooperation. but in 2001 after the 9/11 attacks cooperation 
with the u.s. again increased as part of the international anti- terror effort. loewen argues that 
even the anti- us rhetoric of the current president Rodrigo duterte is unlikely to lead to “struc-
tural change” in philippines–u.s. relations. Close relations are based on a “normative consen-
sus” in foreign policy, particularly in terms of military cooperation and geo- strategic 
considerations.
 in his discussion of philippines–China relations, Renato Cruz de Castro contends that efforts 
to improve relations between the two countries have been inhibited by the south China sea 
dispute and the presence of the united states as a pacific power. philippine concerns about 
Chinese maritime expansion waned briefly in the early twenty- first century as philippines–
China economic relations improved dramatically during the arroyo administration which 
hoped for major economic benefits brought about by closer ties with China. but this Chinese 
“charm offensive” was undermined by continued “suspicions of China’s territorial ambitions in 
the south China sea” which peaked during the presidency of the noynoy aquino 
administration.
 dennis trinidad argues that in the twenty- first century the philippines and Japan have 
worked towards deepening their strategic partnership. domestically, Japan has seen the rise of 
hawks, particularly abe shinzo, at a time when the role of the prime minister in security 
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policymaking was growing. both countries have been alarmed by China’s more aggressive 
stance in both the east China sea (particularly its dispute over the senkaku islands with Japan) 
and south China sea (with the spratlys as a key point of contention with the philippines) and 
this common threat has been a factor bringing the philippines and Japan together. both coun-
tries also (at least until the recent election of Rodrigo duterte in the philippines) have had close 
security ties with the u.s. but filipino leaders, including duterte, who as of this writing has 
both visited Japan and invited abe to his home city of davao, have pragmatically looked upon 
Japan as a source of overseas development assistance (oda) and foreign direct investment (fdi) 
to assist in the country’s economic development.
 in an innovative chapter, Joaquin Jay gonzalez iii argues that philippine foreign relations 
should no longer be seen as one based exclusively on security alliances, economic cooperation, 
and trade but also one which takes into account the influence of large filipino diaspora com-
munities around the world who far outnumber philippine foreign service officers in diplomatic 
missions. the impact of the filipino diaspora is significant in a number of ways, including 
through membership in churches and other religious organizations, professional associations, 
non- governmental organizations, interest and advocacy groups, and other civil society groups. 
moreover, migrants from the philippines influence occupational practices, products, and ser-
vices in many international cities. gonzalez contends that a global “filipinization” process, 
parallel to earlier americanization, has a growing impact through the philippine diaspora diplo-
macy on many major urban centers around the world.

Economics and social policy

the philippines has enjoyed strong economic growth (averaging over 6 percent for nearly a 
decade and a half ). noynoy aquino’s administration won plaudits not only from philippine big 
business and civil society groups but also from international credit agencies and aid organiza-
tions, while its rating by transparency international improved. but the former president’s 
reformist platform – itself a legacy of the call for good governance that has dominated the post-
 marcos era – was eroded by a major pork barrel scandal, rampant smuggling, selective justice, 
poor infrastructure, and a lack of systematic institutional reforms, as well as criminality and still 
festering insurgencies (communist and muslim secessionist in the southern philippines). more-
over, despite a huge increase in funding for a conditional cash transfer scheme (which critics say 
is often used for political patronage), poverty and unemployment remain stubbornly high in the 
philippines. agricultural productivity has stagnated and industrialization is very limited while 
the country has become heavily reliant on the service sector, a property boom, and, in par-
ticular, on remittances from an estimated ten million overseas foreign workers (about 10 percent 
of the country’s population). another growth engine has been the booming business process 
outsourcing	sector,	largely	global	call	centers;	although	this	boom	may	prove	temporary	as	other	
developing countries with large english- speaking populations compete with lower labor costs.
 after recovering from its worst economic crisis in recent history (1983–1987), setting the 
philippines back decades and similar to the current greek economic crisis in magnitude, there 
was only moderate recovery through to the asian financial crisis (1988–2001) despite major 
economic reforms. but for the past 15 years the philippines has been one of the high growth 
asia economies and is now often touted as “new economic tiger.” yet despite a doubling of the 
size of the economy in the last decade and a half the distribution of wealth remains highly 
unequal.
 in his chapter on the philippine economy, eric Vincent C. batalla writes that the country’s 
recent accelerated growth is mainly a product of various government reforms and initiatives 
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since the 1990s that stimulated the inflow of overseas remittances, the growth of the business 
process outsourcing and information technology (bpo- it) industries, and the remarkable 
increase in government revenues. Huge foreign exchange earnings from overseas remittances 
and the bpo- it industries have helped relieve the country of the foreign exchange and debt- 
service difficulties it experienced starting in the early 1980s. despite its recent impressive growth 
record, serious economic challenges and weaknesses (e.g., poverty and economic inequality) 
remain. given that the philippines has bypassed the traditional route of industrialization for 
capital accumulation, the chapter reiterates the need to reconsider reviving the industrial sector 
as a national priority in order to sustain accelerated growth and absorb the still large and growing 
labor surplus.
 While the economy has advanced in recent years, the chapter of edsel beja takes on the often 
ignored problem of capital flight. using a new computational methodology, he shows that 
unreported foreign exchange flows amounted to more than us$600 million during the period 
2000–2013. beja traces this problem to the weakness of the existing regulatory framework, 
arguing that “there are now more opportunities for trade mis- invoicing and financial flight 
today.” as such, he challenges government to rethink this framework and revisit its capital flow 
management techniques in order to reduce economic vulnerabilities.
 antoinette Raquiza examines how the philippine big business exploited economic oppor-
tunities to gain dominance in the emerging service economy. the explosive growth of the 
service economy in the last two decades should also take account of the responses of the business 
sector to the changing economic and policy environments. Regardless of their sectoral origins, 
philippine business groups established holding companies and used strategic partnerships, 
mergers, and acquisitions to gain entry and dominance in the services sector. these institutional 
arrangements, Raquiza contends, along with other business practices allow for a more nuanced 
study of the changing nature of philippine capitalism.
 the chapter on economic nationalism by yusuke takagi provides an alternative to the view 
that nationalist economic policies from the 1930s to the early decades of political independence 
reflected the influence of, or capture by, vested interests. He argues instead that the leading 
policymakers were influenced by policy ideas prevalent at the time. the framers of the 1935 
Constitution decided on a strong executive branch of government and protectionist policies in 
reaction to the great depression and the rise of the soviet union. the 1950s adoption of 
import- substitution industrialization and retail trade nationalization reflected the leading and 
worldwide policy prescriptions and ethnic sentiments during this era. furthermore, the auto-
nomy of policymakers from the powerful economic interests was demonstrated when the gov-
ernment imposed foreign exchange controls which were opposed by the mighty sugar bloc. 
takagi finds it relevant in this regard that most economic bureaucrats and economists did not 
come from the elite but from the middle class.
 teresa tadem writes about the persistence of neo- liberal, technocratic policies but argues 
that elite class politics (i.e., inter- elite and intra- class conflicts) have impacted on technocratic 
policymaking in the post- marcos era. this has produced mixed results, suggesting unpredict-
ability caused by contention between the neo- liberal agenda and local vested interests. for 
instance, during the Cory aquino administration, powerful technocrats sympathetic to the pol-
icies of the international monetary fund and the World bank defeated a proposal made by 
other technocrats for selective debt repudiation. on the other hand, “crony capitalists” in aqui-
no’s administration allowed the survival of monopolies such as the philippine long distance 
Company (pldt), which is controlled by her natal family, the Cojuancos. but the neo- liberal 
agenda has been significantly advanced since the Ramos presidency. tadem sees class 
dynamics and populist politics still leading to the appointment of socially minded technocrats to 
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government whose interests are not necessarily aligned with those of the dominant neo- liberal 
technocrats.
 the chapter of ma. Victoria R. Raquiza questions the effectiveness of the conditional cash 
transfer (CCt) program, the flagship anti- poverty program of the gloria macapagal arroyo and 
noynoy aquino administrations, and backed by the World bank as well as the asian develop-
ment bank. she argues that technocrats have favored it because of its consistency with the neo-
 liberal project. yet evaluations of the CCt program in the philippines have not shown a 
reduction in poverty levels or a significant impact on health and education outcomes. under the 
duterte administration, although the CCt still forms part of the government’s ten point socio-
economic agenda, a faction of socially minded technocrats is seeking its phase- out in favor of 
implementing a more universal poverty alleviation strategy.
 the chapter by lynne milgram probes the used clothing retail trade run by women in the 
streets of baguio City. milgram provides a picture of the blurred boundaries between formal 
and informal economies as well as between legal and illegal practices surrounding the livelihoods 
of the marginalized. despite local ordinances against street vending, street vendors do not con-
sider their means of earning their livelihood to be illegal but a right to make a living. through 
location- based associations, they are able to secure concessions from the city government to sell 
in the streets and aisle locations in public markets so long as they pay the daily rent. milgram 
argues that both government authorities and urban vendors are “complicit” in creating gray 
spaces of livelihood practice that serve both parties.
 in his chapter on poverty alleviation, david timberman argues that the root problem of 
poverty in the philippines is principally one of politics/governance and less one of economics. 
timberman notes the durability and power of a “hybrid elite” whose policies have disregarded 
and even damaged the interests of the poor, as reflected in their perennial unwillingness to 
support family planning, inclusive growth, and end armed conflicts. government spending has 
been chronically inadequate and misused, and agriculture neglected, with a rice policy that raises 
the cost of this dietary mainstay for poor filipinos. accordingly, how to overcome elite and 
special interest dominated policymaking is a fundamental challenge, with the chapter offering 
some suggestions in this direction.
 financing plays a crucial role in poverty alleviation and in the development of the livelihoods 
of the entrepreneurial poor. the chapter by asuncion sebastian looks into microfinance as an 
alternative to government and other private sources of credit. noting that microenterprises 
comprise more than 90 percent of the total number of enterprises in the philippines, she argues 
that keeping the microfinance sector robust is critical to the economy. However, sebastian 
makes a distinction between successful and less- successful microfinance institutions (mfi) based 
on loan repayment delinquency rates and mfi sustainability, arguing that success does not 
depend on lending methodology nor on social capital alone, as emphasized in the microfinance 
literature. Her research suggests that the more successful microfinance institutions combined 
social capital with efficient credit management systems.

Cultures and movements

as suggested by the chapters in the economy and social policy section, culture and ideas play an 
important role in the country’s political, social, and economic development. the philippines 
also has a wide variety of social movements that aim to bring significant change to philippine 
culture and society.
 paul Rodell provides a short introduction to philippine culture, which he labels as syncretic, 
as filipinos have adapted various historical and external influences to produce their own 
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distinctive cultural adaptations. the chapter elaborates on fundamental values evident in 
everyday filipino life – family and kinship, food, and music. the discussion of the latter two 
demonstrates Rodell’s argument about the syncretic nature of philippine culture, which is 
enriched and not necessarily overcome by historical and external influences. despite strong 
family traditions, Rodell observes changing gender relations that “promise to reshape the future 
filipino family,” with fathers spending more time with their children and being more openly 
affectionate and mothers pursuing professional careers after birthing resulting in household 
duties being increasingly shared between the parents.
 Coeli barry analyzes Catholicism’s profound influence on the philippines’ cultural, political, 
and social fabric. the chapter discusses nationalism and Church–state relations as well as focus-
ing on gendered social norms that ensure the continuity of Catholic religiosity. a critical aspect 
of this continuity is the preponderance of Catholic schools founded by women’s orders which 
strengthen ideals of family and values of “motherly sacrifice and female virtue” among the 
daughters of the elite and of the growing middle class admitted to these schools. barry shows the 
powerful role the Church has played in shaping the country’s history since the spanish times. in 
fact, the country in the early decades of independence identified itself with Catholicism and 
proudly proclaimed itself as the only “Catholic country in asia.” However, the expression of 
anti- Church sentiments, especially by many nationalist politicians and intellectuals, has likewise 
been a significant part of the country’s political history. the recent passing of the Reproductive 
Health bill in 2012 signifies the increasing complexity in the relations between Church leaders 
and the laity which barry believes has implications for the country’s traditional identity as a 
Catholic nation as well as its economic development. she writes that “there is a great deal that 
remains to be seen about how the country’s economic development may be affected and great 
hope that reduced family size might help reduce the high levels of poverty in the country.”
 the chapter written by oona paredes deals with the philippines’ indigenous peoples (ips), a 
sector of society threatened by what she terms “development aggression” and often caught in 
the crossfire between the military and insurgent groups. yet ips, aided by a law that further 
protected their ancestral domains, have had some success in preserving their ethnic, cultural, and 
linguistic identities. However, social discrimination and economic marginalization are forcing 
young ips to move out of their ancestral domains and pursue mainstream educational and 
employment goals. thus, despite government support for their rights, ips face a serious chal-
lenge of retaining their ethnic and cultural distinctiveness.
 eduardo tadem examines the peasant moral economy in a province north of manila which 
shows the resiliency of the peasantry as a class despite the decline of the peasant mode of produc-
tion. accordingly, against the backdrop of a rapidly changing social and economic landscape, 
the peasants of the sacobia villages in pampanga province retained their class character and 
community identity which distinguished them from rural workers in service- related occupa-
tions. their resilience was supported by the observance of traditional cultural norms, which 
placed	a	high	value	on	traditional	concepts	of	land	property	rights	and	dispute	resolution;	on	
family	and	kinship	ties	as	well	as	cooperative	and	reciprocal	forms	of	labor;	on	the	special	status	
of	village	elders;	and	on	informal	credit	systems.	Tadem’s	chapter	calls	for	a	rethinking	of	gov-
ernment policy which, with its prolonged urban and industrial development biases, has neg-
lected the agricultural sector and the peasantry as a class.
 temario Rivera chronicles the rise of the middle class and its participation in the country’s 
political development. While not a cohesive group, the middle class has demonstrated its influ-
ence through its participation in critical political episodes and led various social and political 
movements from the 1950s through the marcos and post- marcos periods. during the term of 
president noynoy aquino, middle class civil society organizations figured prominently in the 
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passage of key legislation such as the Reproductive Health law, Human Rights Victims Com-
pensation law, and the sin tax law. they were also in the forefront of the public outrage 
against controversies involving government corruption and incompetence such as handling of 
the disaster wrought by typhoon Haiyan, the pork barrel scandals, the tanim- bala (bullet- 
planting) at the airports, and the mamasapano incident. Rivera argues that the aquino admin-
istration’s failure to address the travails of the middle class helped enable Rodrigo duterte to win 
the presidency in 2016. He notes that the election of the new president opened up new oppor-
tunities but also new risks for the middle class.
 gerald Clarke provides a comprehensive background on ngos, covering that community’s 
bright and dark sides in the “neo- tocquevillian environment” of the post- marcos philippines. 
after its explosive growth in the 1990s, Clarke observes that the ngo community is now “dif-
fused and fragmented.” despite its weakening arising from political differences and the decline 
in foreign and government funding, this community has retained its relevance in the country’s 
institutional landscape, serving as an important political actor and likewise responding to state 
weaknesses in promoting sustained and broad- based development. an important development 
in government–ngo relations, according to Clarke, is the interchange of personnel between 
government and the ngo community. He regards appointments of ngo personnel to gov-
ernment as beneficial, bringing “progressive ngo developmental perspectives into government 
while helping ngo peers to negotiate the labyrinthine features of philippine bureaucracy and 
to organise and lobby with political guile.”
 by contrast, ben Reid considers such ngo “crossovers” as having limited efficacy, espe-
cially in the context of the philippines’ exclusionary, elite- based politics. in his chapter based on 
research on the estrada to the aquino administrations, Reid instead sees elements of clientelism 
at work in government–ngo alliances. select ngo groups and leaders are able to gain access 
to government and reap select advantages. despite the rhetoric of reform, such alliances with 
government have failed to produce broad- based gains in social reform. Reid argues that the 
experience of crossovers supports the gramscian perspective about civil society in that ngos 
are “critical to maintaining the hegemony of elite over society and ensuring consent.”
 in his chapter on the philippine left, nathan Quimpo discusses the decline of the movement 
in the post- marcos era but argues that the philippines still offer opportunities for rejuvenation 
for the philippine left’s program for structural change because of continuing widespread poverty 
and economic inequality as well as political instability. the chapter provides historical back-
ground and analysis of the democratic and revolutionary left, particularly the Communist party 
of the philippines (Cpp) and new people’s army (npa). Quimpo notes that because of 
changed political conditions and organizational strife in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the 
Cpp–npa has weakened and has had little impact in the philippines recently, with an estimated 
armed strength of less than 4,000 in the 2010s. as such, the Cpp has opted to support the parti-
cipation of national democratic (nd) groups in elections and has used peace negotiations with 
government for tactical purposes while waging its strategic, protracted war. However, splin-
tered, non- nd left groups, which distinguish themselves from the Cpp and regard themselves 
as the democratic left (demleft), have experienced gains as party- list groups in Congress. 
nevertheless, given their limited mass base, Quimpo argues that they remain ineffective in 
countering the strategies and “dirty” tactics of traditional politicians during elections.
 social movements emerging from the influence of the philippine left are similarly frag-
mented and have had a mixed impact on state and society. the chapter by Carmela abao dis-
cusses the philippine labor movement, once a powerful countervailing force against big business 
and government. since the mid- 1990s, the movement has experienced considerable decline, 
both in terms of numbers and militancy. trade union density peaked in 1994 with 31 percent 
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of the total number of wage/salary workers. by the 2010s, union membership registered less 
than 9 percent of the total number of wage workers. similarly, unionists going on strike were 
less than 1 percent of union membership in 2011 as compared to 4 percent in 1981. abao 
attributes the decline of trade unions in the philippines principally to “contractualization,” or 
temporary employment arrangements.
 diana J. mendoza writes about the women’s movement, its history, and performance. the 
movement, initially spawned by national and social democrats but now joined by independent 
feminists, has brought about dramatic changes in a conservative philippines despite opposition 
from powerful institutions like the Catholic Church. although fragmented, women’s move-
ment organizations have demonstrated their ability to unite and influence policy. they have 
been instrumental in the passage of important legislation including the magna Carta for Women, 
the anti- Rape law, the anti- Violence against Women and Children law, and the Reproduc-
tive Health law. notwithstanding these significant advances, mendoza argues that restrictive 
laws and policies still exist, including the ban on divorce and abortion and the delisting of emer-
gency contraception.
 an area in philippines studies that has received increased attention in recent years is the 
mindanao conflict, more particularly the bangsamoro conflict. in his chapter, Rizal buendia 
discusses two competing perspectives on territorial rights that are at the root of the conflict, 
namely: the right of the sovereign philippine state and the moros’ right to self- determination. 
buendia argues that the controversy over self- determination has led peoples and states to armed 
conflict, including in the philippines. although not able to transcend their separate ethnic iden-
tities, the moro aspiration for a nation- state continues, spawning secessionist armed movements 
from various groups. buendia points out that moro secessionism faces resistance not only from 
the philippine state but also from other states confronted with similar problems. buendia argues 
a more appropriate institutional framework of political governance that would accommodate 
social and ethnic diversity is necessary, suggesting the failure of the unitary system of govern-
ment to establish lasting peace in mindanao.
 the chapter written by bruce barnes discusses third party mediation in local and international 
initiatives to resolve the bangsamoro conflict since the 1970s. traditionally, third party mediators 
were muslim countries and organizations including the organization of islamic Countries (oiC), 
libya, indonesia, and malaysia. in 2009, the consortium international Contact group assumed the 
role of mediator in the peace talks, thus breaking the traditional practice of having solely muslim 
countries and organizations as mediators. the chapter points to the political, cultural, historical, 
legal, and institutional complexities that were present in negotiations for peace since the 1970s. 
drawing from these experiences, barnes stresses the need to take account of diverse cultures, per-
sonalities, religions, and political mechanisms in the design and conduct of mediation.
 patricio abinales contests dominant views of state- building and nation formation that mainly 
come from the “cosmopolitan metropolis” and not from the body politic’s “backwaters,” 
arguing that such perspectives only tend to reinforce marginality of certain people in the national 
narrative. He points to the problematic character of writing from a national perspective “when 
political actors, processes and institutions that are based in the ‘unsafe’ frontiers and in minority 
communities, are factored in.” He examines this difficulty by looking “through the eyes of a 
muslim woman with Chinese lineage, a smuggler and whose family members are ‘spread’ all 
over the world as overseas workers.” abinales also touches on the need to dwell on the political 
and economic netherworld populated by smugglers, drug lords, and assassins. He argues that the 
illicit sector has been indispensable to the success of every major filipino political leader since 
the time of Commonwealth president manuel Quezon. abinales also points to factors indi-
cating that these “fissiparous tendencies can be reversed.”
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Conclusion

Returning to the theme of the challenges facing democracy in a poor country, chapters in this 
Handbook document a number of the dilemmas the country faces. While its electoral system is 
competitive, the philippines is still characterized by extensive clientelism, bossism, and weak 
parties, with Congress dominated by dynasties, the supreme Court subordinated to the presi-
dent, and presidents sometimes facing coup attempts by discontented elites. efforts to combat 
corruption in government have met with only limited success, but informal practices in the civil 
service have often proved constructive.
 in terms of diplomacy, the post- marcos philippines, like other relatively weak developing 
countries in the region, has attempted to “balance” between rival great powers – an effort com-
plicated by a nationalist reaction against the u.s. (a legacy of the colonial period and of amer-
ican intervention) and the need to rely on the u.s. to counter a rising China, with close 
relations with Japan also a part of this balancing strategy.
 despite the return to strong economic growth in the past 15 years – after a major economic 
crisis in the 1980s and only slow recovery in the 1990s – the philippines continues to suffer 
from widespread poverty and high levels of inequality, in large part a legacy of the failure of 
the country to industrialize. efforts to combat this with government programs by socially 
minded technocrats, such as the Conditional Cash transfer scheme, have produced only 
limited success with a neo- liberal economic paradigm still hegemonic. agricultural productiv-
ity and industrialization have stagnated while the country, and a new breed of leading capital-
ists, have become heavily reliant on the service sector, a property boom, and on remittances 
from overseas foreign workers (who also make up a politically significant diaspora that influ-
ences the country’s foreign relations). even under a self- proclaimed “leftist” president, Rodrigo 
duterte, there are few signs of the revival of nationalist economic policies, prominent from the 
1930s to the 1950s.
 the philippines has long been dominated by a “hybrid elite” whose policies have disregarded 
the interests of the poor, with government spending chronically inadequate and often misused, 
and agriculture neglected. a key challenger to elite interests, the philippine left movement, has 
been in decline in the post- marcos era but continues to highlight the need for structural change 
given continued widespread poverty and economic inequality. the philippine labor movement, 
once a powerful counterpoint to both big business and government, has suffered major setbacks, 
both in terms of membership and the frequency of strikes, with “contractualization,” or tempo-
rary employment arrangements, being a major reason for the decline. this however has not 
meant that at the grass roots level, ordinary people have not been active in trying to improve 
their own welfare as the example of female street vendors shows. microfinance has played a 
crucial role in improving the livelihoods of the entrepreneurial poor, particularly in ones that 
combine social capital with efficient credit management systems.
 filipino culture can be understood as syncretic, with filipinos adapting external influence to 
produce their own distinctive cultural adaptations. although indigenous peoples in the philip-
pines have been threatened by “development aggression,” with many young people leaving to 
seek opportunities outside their communities, thanks to legislation that protects their ancestral 
domains, indigenous peoples have had some success in preserving their ethnic, cultural, and lin-
guistic identities. similarly, resilience in the philippine peasantry can be found, supported by the 
traditional concepts of land property rights and dispute resolution, on family and kinship ties as 
well as on cooperative and reciprocal forms of labor, the special status of village elders, and on 
informal credit systems. a relatively small but influential middle class has had a major influence 
on the country’s political development.
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 although the “neo- tocquevillian environment” of the immediate post- marcos philippines 
has given way to fragmentation and diffusion, ngos have brought progressive perspectives to 
issues of political, social, and economic development. yet in the context of elite- based politics, 
the “crossover” of ngo leaders into government has often failed to produce broad social gains, 
but rather served to maintain elite hegemony.
 the influence of Catholicism in the country has been particularly profound, influencing 
Church–state relations and working to uphold gendered social norms. yet anti- Church senti-
ments by nationalist politicians and intellectuals have also been an important part of the coun-
try’s history. the women’s movement, by contrast, has been quite successful in pushing forward 
its agenda despite opposition from conservatives, particularly in the Catholic Church.
 in terms of the country’s major religious minority, muslim filipinos, although often unable 
to transcend their distinct ethnic identities, the moro aspiration for a nation- state or substantial 
autonomy remains. despite the involvement of third party country mediators, particularly from 
the organization of islamic Countries, conflict between muslim rebels and the philippine state 
remains one of the country’s most important unresolved problems.
 finally, dominant national narratives from the “cosmopolitan metropolis” of metro manila 
have reinforced the marginality of a number of groups: women, overseas workers, moro sepa-
ratists, and criminals, despite the importance they have played, usually behind the scenes, in the 
country’s recent history.
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