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Time and again, the “power of the past” has gotten Philippine State and 
Society by the shortheads. The socio-historical condition of attempting 
to craft plans and programs and to implement actions “in the name or 
for the sake of the people” (democratic adage) continue to offer both old 
and new challenges. These challenges refer to the actions available for 
both state and society actors. The past has thus far provided us half 
a century of governance and social experience to achieve a 
democratic order and has eluded both state and non-state actors. 

Democracy is not a goal or an end. It is an ideal and a continuous 
process of realizing and achieving political objectives and guarantees 
or the development aspirations of a people. The guarantees of 
participation, political freedoms, contestation, and accountability 
simply connote a democratic social life.1 Should democracy be 
considered as an end, it would have failed us altogether. 
Democracy is neither limited to political democracy; it 
transcends the economic, social and cultural realm of life.

For the purposes of this paper, democracy is referred primarily 
to political-economic democracy. While political democracy 
specifically refers to the process of attaining civil and political rights, 
economic democracy pertains to the equality of wealth and resource 
distribution in society and social mobility. In turn, political and 
economic democracy becomes the foundation of the 
process of achieving social and cultural democracy.

This paper is structured as follows. The introduction provides a general 
perspective about Philippine State and Society. The second section 
elucidates on five democratic barriers that continue to pose problems, 
dilemma or predicaments in adopting a democratic process or order—
national identity, poverty and powerlessness, political dynasties, 
political leadership, and institutions. The last section gives 
a brief synopsis of the paper and proffers a line of 
departure with which to deal with the barriers.
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PHILIPPINE STATE & SOCIETY

States and societies have hitherto been eluded by a democratic assumption and vision. Regardless of ideology and political program, different 
political systems have variably performed in their democratic assertions and goals. In this paper, I argue that the Philippine state and society have 
thus far been eluded by democratic goals and aspirations due to five democratic barriers. In particular, these barriers pertain to nationhood, 
poverty and powerlessness, political dynasties, political leadership and institutions. These constraints persistently amplify the democratic gap in 
our society. In this context, a democratic way forward is to implement change with the accompanying social, political and economic reforms.
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Philippine State and Society

In the discussion of democratic barriers, I prefer to use the phrase 
State and Society for three reasons. First, I prioritize the state 
because throughout the historical junctures in Philippine political 
development, the state at large has been embattled with the 
responsibility of securing and defending national development. 
Second, I conjoin “state and society” as I subscribe to the 
perspective that the state is “a social relation in as much 
as it is the codified power of social formation.”2 

Hence, the state is not limited to the description and aggregation 
of the power of the President, the Senate or the House. An analysis 
of the state should include as well the web of social relations that 
surround key leaders and decision makers. Further, politics outside 
the state cannot be disregarded. Populist overtures are influenced 
by social demands, and the strategic or tactical leanings that 
key leaders demonstrate simply utter the presence of 
exogenous forces influencing state decisions.

The third reason implies a dynamic relationship between state and 
society and this relationship is critical to the social reproduction 
and transformation of democratic and undemocratic processes in 
our society.3 From an empirical view, the said relationship is better 
perceived not as a zero-sum game. What I think that we should 
all aim for is both a capable state and capable society.

As for society, I am particularly referring to civil society. Civil society 
is the theoretical plane while social movements, Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs), People’s Organizations (POs), grassroots 
organizations, and a whole gamut of social practices are the 
empirical manifestations as to what is happening on the ground.4 

A space exists between the family and the state and other powerful 
social forces where social relations between individuals are forged. 
This is characterized by interests ranging from individualist to 
collectivist orientations. Civil society is the space to represent the 
associational life created by an ensemble of politically empowered 
and conscious actors between the family and the state.5 Politically 
empowered and conscious actors refer to those organizations 
and entities that have the capacity to advance and fight for the 
interests of their members and, to a significant extent, the general 
population. In their political dealings, these organizations come 
face-to-face with the state and other dominant structures (e.g., 
business) and processes in society and the ensuing relationships 
range from being oppositional to collaborative.6

Viewed either from the ground or from the top, to serve for the 
interest of the people necessitates both a capable state and a 
capable society. A capable state and society refer to the condition 
of being able to wrestle the basic guarantees of a democratic 
social life. In this context, the democratic elusion advanced by this 
paper could be better addressed and that the barriers that make 
democracy elusive could be corroded. With political freedoms, 
participation, contestation and accountability, both state and society 
actors are enjoined to include the people in their affairs.
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The Democratic Elusion

Democracy has a thousand and one definitions and forms. 
As the discussions and theorizations of this ideal has been present 
since the time of the polis, I primarily employ the term in regard 
of certain political objectives and guarantees. First, there are 
legal guarantees of ‘citizens’ to participate in the formulation of 
policies. Second, there is institutionalization of specific political 
freedoms including speech, association and judicial rights, 
as well as representative control over the executive and 
bureaucracy. Third, political contestation is considered 
legitimate and is legally supported. Fourth, political 
democracy is also seen to encompass popular accountability.7 

Through these objectives and guarantees, Philippine democracy, 
which has been at its minimum elitist and at its maximum schizoid, 
could be checked and made responsive. Today, the said four 
objectives and guarantees are directly threatened by strongman 
and populist politics, short of reminiscing and calculating an 
authoritarian order. In the broader context, however, what 
makes the process of achieving participation, political freedoms, 
contestation, and accountability elusive are concrete socio-
historical conditions and structures that bar both state and 
society toward a democratic path. These barriers also serve as the 
breeding ground of authoritarianism and undemocratic practices. 

 
Democratic Barriers

Without national unity or the recognition or a semblance of national 
identity, to fight for a national interest is abstract and misleading. 

On one hand, anybody that holds power could easily lipservice 
for the so-called interests of the people or the poor. On the other 
hand, the people become politically vulnerable and are easily 
swayed by empty promises and pronouncements. 

More so, with a population of which at least 22 million people 
are poor and powerless, participation in general, the will to fight 
for their freedoms, and the productive engagement in social affairs, 
would be fleeting and exigent. Ordinarily, the poor and powerless 
would simply go on with their everyday life to survive.
In a land predominated by political dynasties, the poor and 
powerless are lodged deeper into political exclusion. The lack 
or the absence of a credible political leadership further complicates 
and waters down the attempts to establish a democratic order 
or achieve a democratic process. And the presence of 
extractive and exclusive institutions directly insulates 
the people from a democratic ideal.

National Identity

The first obstacle that the Philippine government and the Filipino 
people confront is the abstraction and translation of national 
identity. Being a function of both exogenous and endogenous 
factors, the definition of national identity or interest was much 
easier during the periods of colonization, neo-colonization and 
martial rule. To distinguish our national interest vis-à-vis a foreign 
occupational force or a dictator was moot and academic.

After the unraveling of the dictatorship and the success of “people 
power” in the mid-80s, the 1990s ushered in a phenomenon 

that made the issue of nationhood less appealing as an anchor 
of politicization and social action. With the advent of unbridled 
liberalization in the 1990s, the continuing wave of democratization 
in Asia, Africa and Latin America, alongside with the sudden 
and enveloping wave of globalization, the issue of national 
interest/identity and nationhood has been watered down.

As an archipelago defined by various ethno-linguistic identities, 
the aggregation of the people’s interest has become tedious and 
has resulted into localized government and non-government 
actions and policies. Likewise, while the Moro people’s movement 
has zigzagged from separatism to banditry to “Robin Hood” 
actions to terrorism, the broad Left, in turn, that has been 
so militant and belligerent in pronouncing national 
interest, has considerably lost its clout. 

Today, Filipino nationhood is even in murky waters. The 
embedded symbolism is only upheld by a limited number 
of the aging population. Worse, the new generation along 
with the growing number of social media fanatics simply 
perceive themselves as “netizens” instead of citizens.

There is, however, a glimmer of hope where once again the values 
of nationalism could be revived. The ongoing Chinese militarization 
of the West Philippine Sea/South China Sea is a critical factor 
in galvanizing Filipino unity among the youth, older population 
and government officials. This also provides a defining 
moment for a regionally concerted effort among the other 
parties in interest to stand up for their sovereign claims.
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It seems that the colonial past has gotten state and society again 
by the short heads. The achievement of political independence 
has hitherto been uttering two important factors—national unity 
and economic independence. In our social history, these factors 
were not present or at least blurred during those periods when we 
acquired our independence from foreign occupational forces 
and after the unraveling of the dictatorship in 1986.

Poverty and powerlessness 

As of the present, the poverty incidence in the Philippines stands 
at 21.6%. Specifically, five out of nine sectors manifested a higher 
poverty rate than the national incidence. These sectors include 
Farmers (34.3%), Fishermen (30%), Children (31.4%), Self-
employed and unpaid family workers (25%) and Women (22.5).8 

Poverty directly translates into powerlessness. Deriving from 
“The Deprivation Trap of Poverty” by Chambers (1983), the twin 
pillars of poverty and powerlessness breed isolation, vulnerability 
and physical weakness. In a commonsensical manner, 
these directly impact upon the quality of social 
participation of the poor and powerless.9 

Analysis is always much easier than practice. As such, it can 
only be surmised that simultaneous interventions are needed 
at the different levels of policy formulation, program 
implementation and action.

In this regard, the government has laid down its strategic plan 
under the name of AmBisyon 2040 (translated as The Vision or 
Ambition) and through the Philippine Development Plan 2017-
2022. Under these strategic plans, government aspires to bring 
down poverty to 13 to 15% by the year 2022. Specifically, the 
following policy directions are as follows: create more and better 
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jobs; improve productivity in all sectors, especially agriculture; 
equip Filipinos with skills needed for the 21st century economy; 
invest in health and nutrition; focus poverty reduction efforts on 
Mindanao; and manage disaster risks and protect the vulnerable.

The plans would hopefully elevate the ground efforts of the 
Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program (PPPP) that provide 
immediate assistance to the poor. At the institutional level, the 
provision of free tertiary education is provided for by R.A. 10931 
otherwise known as the “Universal Access to Quality Tertiary 
Education Act”. In effect, it is clear that addressing poverty entails 
the involvement of an ensemble of agencies and obviously the 
following agencies are enjoined—Department of Education, 
Commission on Higher Education (CHED), Technical Education 
and Skills Development Authority (TESDA), Department of Labor 
and Employment (DOLE), National Economic and Development 
Authority (NEDA), Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), 
Board of Investments (BOI) and Philippine Overseas Employment 
Administration (POEA). This also insinuates the critical role of 
local government units in two respects: the implementation 
of programs and the provision of information toward 
the improvement of programs and policies.

Political dynasties

The existence of political dynasties as a major democratic barrier 
was explicitly demonstrated by the study of Dean Ronald 
Mendoza of the Ateneo School of Government. As a significant 
predictor of poverty, Dean Mendoza dissected political dynasties 
into fat dynasties and thin dynasties.  Fat dynasties refer to 
those clans whose members hold government positions at 
the same time and thin dynasties refer to those clans whose 
members occupy government positions in succession.

While citing the tolerance for thin dynasties as the reason of 
“practical political viability,” the elimination of fat dynasties 
according to him “will free up to 25% of local government positions 
for the young and upcoming leaders.” It will make democracy 
inclusive and, in the period covered by the study, i.e. 2007-2016, 
the “dynastic share or the number of powerful clans per position 
rose from 75% to 78% among district representatives; 70% to 
81% among governors; and 58% to 70% among mayors.

Further, he noted a correlation between the poorest areas in 
our country and concentration of dynasties. Hence, where fat 
political dynasties thrive, it can be assumed that there is poverty 
and impunity. In this sense, the existence of political dynasties 
constitutes a direct threat to democracy and national development.

A similar study also demonstrated the prevalence of political 
dynasties. Tadem & Tadem (2016) showed that the results of 
the 2013 mid-term elections exhibited that these dynasties were 
scattered throughout the 81 Philippine provinces. An overwhelming 
majority of the elected members of the House of Representatives, 
that is 74%, came from these groups. According to them, these 
dynasties are caused by three factors: (1) the political and 
socio-economic foundations upon which political dynasties 
are built; 2) the inability to effectively implement Philippine 
constitutional provisions by enacting an enabling law; 
and ) the weakness of potential countervailing forces 
that would challenge political dynasties.10 

While the 1987 Philippine Constitution provides for the abolition 
of political dynasties, there is no enabling law to implement 
such provision and illegalize dynasties. Similarly, after three
decades of the much-celebrated EDSA Uprising, people’s 
participation has stayed limited, exclusive and selective.

Political Leadership

The dilemma about national unity, the social participation of 
the poor and powerless, and the seeming dominance of 
political dynasties echo two other predicaments, 
namely, political leadership and institutions.

Political leadership in Philippine state and society is more or 
less historically state-centered. Political recruitment, socialization 
and mobilization are more or less initiated and dominated by 
the three branches of government and the agencies 
attached to them, and the political parties.

The only exception was during the 20-year rule of Marcos. In this 
period, widespread protests and mobilization were conducted 
by non-state actors. Left-oriented recruitment, socialization and 
mobilization in the rural and urban areas were carried out by 
people’s organizations and non-governmental organizations. 
However, the society-centered leadership fizzled out after the 
dictatorship was ousted through people power in 1986. By 
the 1990s onwards, widespread mobilization has only been 
intermittently carried and was made possible if there is an 
emergent national issue or concern. Nonetheless, the 
significant dates in Philippine political history continue 
to be a rallying point but in diminishing numbers.

Today, party politics play an important role in leadership. Party 
politics remain fragmented given the nation’s experience in both 
two-party system and multi-party system. It is not the system that 
renders ineffectiveness to leadership but the very credibility of 
the political parties themselves. Instead of rallying and providing 
leadership to the people based on programs and political ideology, 
our political parties have remained to be pragmatic, disloyal, 
lipservice agents and to serve pure electoral concerns.
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The program of political parties was never about politicizing 
the people, empowering them and lifting their awareness, and 
galvanizing national unity and development. It is in this aspect 
where political dynasties thrive. With no alternative political 
leadership coming from the national government and political 
parties and society, they act with impunity in their jurisdictions.

Another offshoot of the crisis in political leadership is the 
emergence of strongman politics and populist leaders. The 
ascendancy of Marcos into power in 1965, his re-election in 
1969 and the declaration of marital rule in 1972 were all made 
possible by the lack of an alternative leadership. Similarly, the 
ascendancy of Duterte in 2016 and his emergence as a 
populist and strong leader were also made possible by a 
people who have no other choice of political leadership 
and who have been desperate for real change. 

Institutions

We need strong leaders and those that appeal and cater to the 
interest of the people at large. However, to neglect and set aside 
institutions as the sine qua non of political development is like 
erecting a flagpole and raising the flag without a base. Only 
a strongman can do that and only for a very limited time. 
As leaders come and go, institutions endure.

Our first encounter with exogenous institutions, with the exception 
of the Mindanao Sultanate, was with that of Spanish orientation. 
The two-tier system of administration imposed upon the natives 
and islands were the principalia and encomienda system. They 
respectively served as the instrument of indirect rule and an 
administrative machinery to collect taxes and require forced labor.11  
In short, the impact of Hispanization to Philippine society was the 

establishment of “extractive and exclusive economic and political 
institutions.”12  Control in the localities was exercised through the 
power of the cross and the power of the sword. The administrative 
positions were held by religious orders and political leadership 
was either acquired through assignment by the King and the friars 
or with the collaboration of wealthy natives and ilustrados.

Under this institutional set-up, the non-existence of political 
organizations explains the want of social mobilization and political 
socialization. The people were bluntly isolated from the very 
system that governs them. This system reinforced the “indio” 
mentality and further promoted inferiority complex. Such condition 
prompted the emergence of secret societies that later became the 
breeding ground for nationalism and active citizenship. The 
political lacunae in turn became the breeding ground 
of patronage politics in Philippine society.
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During the American colonial period, the absence of social mobilization 
and political socialization and, hence, institutional de-development was 
at least addressed by the establishment of the two-party system and the 
civil service. Citizen’s participation was likewise institutionalized through 
electoral politics. The electorate, however, was limited to the upper-class 
Filipinos and in turn, electoral democracy replaced religion as the basis 
of social activity. The presence or creation of new political institutions 
was however ineffective to promote institutional development due 
to the unaddressed political and economic inequality created by Spanish 
colonization. In fact, such condition was reinforced by the Americans 
through several colonial land laws and economic treaties. In effect, the 
institutions under the American occupation continued to be exclusive.

Moreover, the analysis of Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) on the 
pernicious effects of European expansion and colonial rule in Africa 
is also very appropriate to the Philippine situation. According to the 
authors, colonialism brought about the creation of extractive political 
and economic institutions and eliminated development through 
colonial legislation. These institutions enrich a few at the expense of 
the many and provide no checks against abuses of power. Further, 
the authors critically emphasized the link between national 
building and institutions by concluding that extractive 
institutions are the reason behind why nations fail.

Today, the political de-development or political decay are inherited from 
the colonial period stands. Institutional de-development bred a dangerous 
combination of patronage and elitist politics. The orientation of institutions 
or the “stable, valued, recurring patterns of behavior”13 continues to be 
extractive and fail to acquire an inclusive and representational character. 
In the process, institutions have become captured by parochial interests. 
This phenomenon not only undermines but also distorts the 
“evolution of the state, rule of law and democratic accountability.”14 
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Conclusion

Philippine state and society have performed contradictory roles in reinforcing or challenging democratic barriers. The precarious mix 
of an abstracted national unity and identity, poverty and powerlessness, political dynasties, lack of political leadership and institutional 
de-development represents the stumbling block toward a democratic process and order. The guarantees of political 
freedoms, participation, contestation, and accountability would hold both Philippine state and society in line.

The abstracted national unity and identity in this Philippine archipelago is once again tested by the political economic challenge posed 
by the West Philippine Sea dispute. The zigzagging pronouncements and actions of the Philippine Government are primarily 
culpable should things escalate and make an already combustible situation that much more so. Nonetheless, the 
presence and intervention of external powers are also critical in keeping the issue in control. 

Poverty and powerlessness are enduring and foundational in tolerating patronage and elitist politics. The Filipinos however are 
resilient and could muddle through political and economic difficulties. As such, Philippine Government should curb more 
conditional borrowings to initiate development and instead focus its energies in developing the Filipino potential. 
The trappings of foreign loans are once again at the shores and in-waters of the archipelago.

Political leadership is badly needed at this moment. Another form of authoritarianism is creeping and the democratic forces from both 
state and society should stand their guard. Institutions, in turn, should be more inclusive and provide chance to potential leaders 
who could revive and set forth a democratic wave of recruitment, socialization and mobilization. With the emergence of new 
groups becoming conscious of shared interests and identities and organizing collective action, institutions are 
prompted to be responsive and accountable. Failure of institutions to adapt signifies political instability.15 

To rally and impose radical change without the accompanying economic and institutional reforms and participation will simply relegate 
the people at the sidelines. The democratic barriers continue to disengage the political from the social, as if states could operate in a 
vacuum and without a warm body. Thus, the corrosion of these barriers is the enduring burden of both state and society actors. 

An empirical refrain
History tends to repeat itself because the past conditions that have caused a phenomenon were not addressed by 
state and society actors. Are we once again to be told about this cliché because of our inaction?
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