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An Electoral Landslide 

As his country descended into totalitarian dystopia in the opening 
decades of the 20th century, the Italian thinker Antonio Gramsci 
warned, “[a] common error in historico-political analysis consists in 
an inability to find the correct relation between what is organic and 
what is conjunctural.”2 Towards the end of that long century, Francis 
Fukuyama made a similar observation, emphasizing the need for 
“distinguishing between what is essential and what is contingent or 
accidental in world history.”3 Thus, the question facing the Philippines 
today is this: Have we entered a new political era under President 
Rodrigo Roa Duterte, especially following his dominant performance in 
2016 and, half-way into his term, his allies’ and alter-egos’ three years 
later? Or, instead, are we just going through another political cycle, 
whereby the pendulum of power simply swings between populists and 
reformists? While not as dramatic as many as his critics fear, Duterte, 
who has combined a firebrand form of populism with traditional 
politics, has nonetheless ushered in a qualitative shift in Philippine 

politics, which will likely outlast his presidency and alter the trajectory 
of the country’s state-society relations for decades to come.  

Let’s look at the big picture. Duterte’s name was not on the ballot, but 
the 2019 midterm elections were a referendum on his controversial, 
disruptive, and yet, very popular presidency. In 2016, a large plurality 
of Filipino voters opted for “real change”–the campaign slogan of the 
former mayor of Davao. In many ways, the last presidential election 
was a “protest vote” amid widespread discontent and popular 
grievances against the uneven growth and structural hypocrisies of the 
dominant liberal-democratic order.4 Three years hence, the question 
became: Are voters going to reaffirm that protest vote, or instead reject 
it in favor of an alternative—whether a return to the ancient régime 
under a liberal oligarchy or a new political synthesis altogether? His 
supporters aimed for the former, while his critics hoped for the latter. 
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MIDTERM ELECTION'S PATRONAGE

The midterm elections resulted in a major victory for the administration's nine senatorial candidates (out of 12 seats) and 
the majority of governors, mayors, and local legislators. However, the biggest winner in the 2019 midterm elections 
in the Philippines was not even a candidate. It was Duterte.
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Instead of serving as a break on the president’s authoritarian 
populist march, however, the elections only strengthened his 
grip on state institutions. And this raises broader questions 
about potential regime change in the Philippines, namely, the 
long-term alteration of the nature and composition of the 
power elite in charge of the state apparatus. 

A similar phenomenon—regime alteration following dominant 
performances by authoritarian leaders—was observed under 
the populist reigns of Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez and, later, 
Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who used successive elections 
to centralize power, weaken institutional checks and balances, 
change rules of the game of electoral competition and power 
contestation, and, crucially, secure sufficient majorities to 
push for self-serving constitutional amendments and, 
ultimately, a proto-authoritarian regime.5 

I term this process as “refolution,” whereby a political system 
undergoes an overhaul sans violent revolution, but instead 
through gradual yet progressive reforms and new patterns 
of political contestation under a new dominant elite 
faction at the expense of the old order.6

This phenomenon runs counter to the common misconception 
about elections as the ultimate expression of democratic 
check on abuse of power. With the advent of so-called 
‘illiberal democracies’ elections have become the ultimate 
mechanism for authoritarian concentration of power. 

As the American political scientist Fareed Zakaria, who dubbed 
the concept of “illiberal democracy,” observed, “just as nations 
across the world have become comfortable with many variations 
of capitalism, they could well adopt and sustain varied forms of 
democracy.” Thus, “Western liberal democracy might prove to 
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be not the final destination on the democratic road, but just one of 
many possible exits.” As he warned more than two decades ago, 
“far from being a temporary or transitional stage, it appears that 
many countries are settling into a form of government that 
mixes a substantial degree of democracy with a 
substantial degree of illiberalism.”7 

After all, elections are a double-edged sword: They can either 
check the concentration of power or, alternatively, legitimize its 
centralization in a singular charismatic figure. The outcome of the 
2019 elections came as little surprise to many, most especially 
because of the president’s soaring popularity, which only reinforced 
his allies’ incumbency advantages, including access to levers of 
the state apparatus, which can be a crucial arbiter in electoral 
cycles. But why is Duterte so popular? Where does the support 
come from? Is there a basis for it, or is it rather, as critics 
claim, a case of collective derangement and mass illusion?8 

Demystifying Duterte’s Popularity

Duterte headed into the midterm elections in style. His allies 
dominated both the surveys (see Table 1) as well the list of 
top election spenders (see Table 2).9 Thus, all keen observers 
expected Duterte’s allies to dominate the race, setting the stage 
for the most lopsided elections in contemporary Philippine history. 
In fact, the opposition, which failed to secure even a single 
senate seat, suffered its worst defeat since the end 
of World War II and in more than 80 years.10 

By all accounts, the midterm elections served as a resounding 
referendum on Duterte’s rule. In particular, the impeccable 
campaign performance of his alter egos such as former Special 
Assistant to the President Bong Go, who was catapulted from 

Table 1. Pulse Asia’s final pre-election senatorial race survey

Source: Pulse Asia
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the margins of the race into the pilot position within a quarter, is 
a perfect reflection of the President’s endorsement power.

Even more astonishingly, Duterte gained an unprecedented 
“excellent” satisfaction rating three years into office. According 
to the Social Weather Stations’ first quarter of 2019 survey, 81 
percent of Filipinos approved of his presidency. Now that is an 
astonishing comeback since Mr. Duterte hit his lowest 
ratings in late 2018 amid the upsurge in inflation. 

There are two competing schools of thought on why Duterte 
remains very popular. His supporters claim that this is primarily 
due to his “political will” and performance in office. In short, he 
may sound or act harsh, but he still makes the trains run on time. 
His critics, however, maintain a diametrically divergent stance. 
For them, Duterte’s popularity is primarily a function 
of propaganda and mass deception.

But both accounts miss the point. His popularity is more 
structural and, at the same time, less impressive than meets 
the eye, especially for an ostensibly populist leader, who 
combines standard (neoliberal) economic policy with scorched-
earth drug war, allegedly in defiance of the Philippine Constitution 
and international law, and perceived all-out authoritarian 
crackdown on critics, especially the critical liberal media 
outlets as well as leading opposition leaders. 

In the course of writing my previous book “The Rise of Duterte,” 
I stumbled upon several studies and surveys that suggest this is 
less about Duterte, and instead more about a nationwide yearning 
for an authoritarian leader. According to a 2017 academic work 
titled “The Signs of Deconsolidation” in the Journal of Democracy, 
just before Duterte’s rise to power, close to 60 percent of Filipinos 
preferred “a strong leader who does not have to bother with 

Table 2. Philippine Center for Investigative Journalism’s tally of declared Elections 
Expenditures by Candidates

Source: Philippine Center for Investigative Journalism
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parliament and elections.” Similar numbers where observed in Turkey 
and India, which have also elected their own versions of Duterte.11 
Interestingly, Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s election slogan 
was “he is one of us,” almost identical to Duterte’s “atin to pre!” decades 
later.12 Meanwhile, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi was also a very 
controversial former local government executive accused of abetting 
widespread human rights violations during the 2002 Gujarat 
pogrom. He was denied a visa to the United States 
for almost a decade because of that record.13

According to a recent survey by the Pew Research Center, only 15 
percent of Filipinos expressed categorical commitment to democracy. 
Up to 67 percent were conditionally committed, while 12 percent 
welcomed outright authoritarianism.14 Almost identical trends were 
observed in India and Indonesia, where right-wing populism is also 
gaining ground. In short, Duterte’s authoritarian brand of populism is 
in tune with the political zeitgeist. The second structural factor has to 
do with economics. The approval ratings of both Benigno Aquino III 
and Rodrigo Duterte are structurally higher than all their predecessors, 
underlining a potential correlation with the fact that we have 
been experiencing our highest average economic growth 
rate in decades since 2012 (see Figure 1).

And the third structural factor is geographical. What helps Mr. Duterte’s 
approval rating is the fact that he, as the first Mindanaoan president, 
gets almost 100-percent approval ratings (see Table 3) in his home 
island (including margin of error). This provides him a crucial 
cushion and pushes up his overall approval ratings. 

Overall, Duterte is relishing a structural sweet spot that allows him to 
maintain very high approval ratings almost irrespective of his policies 
and behavior in office. His greatest strength, however, is his perceived 
political will. Duterte is engaging in what the late Italian philosopher 
Umberto Eco, a keen observer of Italian fascism, would describe as “cult 

Figure 1. Philippine Presidents’ Net Approval Ratings 
(SWS survey, 1989-2019)

Source: Social Weather Stations

Table 3. Duterte’s Approval Ratings by demographics and location

Source: Pulse Asia
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of action:” namely, action for the sake of action, because it pleases 
others regardless of results.15 One may not agree with his methods, 
or question its results, but, in the eyes of 
laymen, ‘at least he is doing something!’ 

For a populist, however, what matters more than nominal approval 
rating are levels of enthusiastic support. The true mark of a 
populist’s power is the ability to mobilize warm bodies in periods 
of political crisis, and/or as a means for achieving radical change 
against entrenched interests. But can Duterte mobilize millions of 
supporters and take them to streets, like his contemporary populists 
around the world, to achieve “real change?” Tepid pro-Duterte 
rallies, most prominently by Duterte Youth movement, in recent 
years serves as a rough indicator of relatively week grassroots 
support for the president. Contrast this to pro-Chavez and pro-
Erdogan rallies, some numbering in millions, at comparative stages 
in their presidencies. In fact, what Duterte lacks compared to his 
peers is any coherent, organized and formidable party machinery 
and movement, think of Venezuela’s Chavismo movement, 
Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP) party machinery, 
or Narendra Modi’s BJP party and Hindu nationalist allies, which 
have had broad, deep, and inter-class socio-political bases.16   

Specter of Regime Change

Constitutions are, at their very core, an assemblage of aspirations, 
holding the promise of a just and orderly society. Yet, they don’t, on 
their own, guarantee the fruition of such lofty vision. It is ultimately 
up to men and women, especially those in the government, to 
uphold the constitution’s spirit and implement its letter.17 For a 
democracy, what is even more important than its constitutional 
foundation is the set of informal rules that govern the operations of 
power among mortal men and women in office.
As Harvard Professors Daniel Ziblatt and Steven Levitsky argue in 

their seminal work, How Democracies Die, “democracies work 
best—and survive longer—where constitutions are 
reinforced by unwritten democratic norms.”18  

Combining decades of thorough research on democratic 
transition, maturation, and breakdown around the world, the 
authors shed light on the dangers of what one can call “slow-
motion” authoritarianism by (democratically-elected) populist 
leaders. Is the Philippines still a democracy? Is its democracy 
going to survive or, alternatively, get empowered by the current 
leadership? Is the Filipino president bringing about a new kind of 
“democracy,” whereby liberal constitutionalism is supplanted by 
majoritarian rule, giving birth to what American Political Scientist 
Fareed Zakaria famously termed as “illiberal democracy?”

The Philippines, arguably, is among the countries with the most 
liberal-democratic constitutions anywhere in the world. The inbuilt 
safeguards against executive power abuse, the guarantees for 
basic civil liberties and political freedom, and the emphases on 
national patrimony and self-reliance–these are just among the 
many magisterial aspects of the 1987 Constitution, which was 
born on heels of a “People Power” revolt a year earlier. Yet, there is 
no basis for complacency. After all, the same things could be said 
of the 1935 Constitution, an almost exact replica of the American 
Constitution, which nonetheless failed to prevent Ferdinand 
Marcos’ self-coup (autogolpe) and eventual declaration of Martial 
Law that ended three decades of rowdy, corrupt democratic 
practice. Thus, there is no reason for us to be complacent about 
the supposed “self-checking” characteristics of democracy. What 
governs our politics and society more broadly, are not the laws 
of our nation, but instead the informal rules, norms, civic 
culture and institutionalized practices, which have 
undergirded our fledgling democracy.
It must be said that the election of Duterte and the way by which 

he secured the highest office of the land raises some concerns 
about the viability and survival of our democracy, at least in its 
liberal constitutional form. Levitsky and Ziblatt cite several indictors, 
which signal the likelihood of authoritarian lurch under specific 
populist candidates. Not all populists are authoritarians, nor 
are they necessarily an anathema to human rights and 
democracy, especially when they espouse for the 
rights of marginalized sections of the society.

The four indicators, especially in the pre-election stage, are: (i) 
rejection of, or conditional commitment to, democratic rules and 
game; (ii) denial of legitimacy of political opponents; (iii) toleration or 
encouragement of violence; and (iv) readiness to curtail civil liberties 
of opposition elements. Critics would argue that Duterte’s repeated 
threats to close down the Philippine Congress, his disparagement 
of political opposition as agents of reaction, open encouragement 
and celebration of scorched-earth crackdown on suspected drug 
dealers and experts, as well as his threat to close down critical 
mainstream media outlets can arguably fit the bill.19 And Duterte got 
away with all these threats—and managed to win the elections and 
later even build a supermajority congressional support—precisely 
because existing informal rules and political norms tolerated, 
if not embraced, all of these illiberal tendencies.

When elected officials and those in position of power refuse to stand 
up for the constitutional order, especially in face of a direct and 
unmistakable challenge to foundations of republic’s democracy, the 
whole house of cards can come crashing down. Even worse when 
elected officials and heads of other branches of the state begin to 
toe the chief executive’s line, even in defiance of the constitution. 
The constitutional order is just as strong as the willingness of 
political actors to honor, preserve, and defend it.

The problem is that unlike in the old times, when the big bang of 
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coups and declaration of nation-wide martial law announced the 
death of democracy, today we are facing a more liminal, protean, 
and stealthy process of democratic deconsolidation. According to 
the two Harvard professors, would-be-autocrats tend to dismantle 
democratic institutions by capturing the referees, through packing 
key institutions of the state with loyalists; sidelining the key players, 
through purging and silencing of independent voices; and rewriting 
the rules to tilt the playing field against opponents, which can 
come through constitutional amendments or new constitution.

As Daniel Ziblatt and Steven Levitsky warn, “Many government 
efforts to subvert democracy are ‘legal,’ in the sense that they are 
approved by the legislature or accepted by the courts.” In fact, 
as the authors point out, undemocratic policies, “may even be 
portrayed as efforts to improve democracy–making the 
judiciary more efficient, combating corruption or 
cleaning up the electoral process.”20 

The upshot of ostensibly “legal” subversion of liberal democracy 
is the phenomena of “rule by law,” when the constitution and 
instruments of law are no longer a check on the chief executive’s 
power, but instead serve as its extension and force multiplier. 
The ultimate victim isn’t only democratic freedom, but, even 
more crucially, the “rule of law”—the impartial and predictable 
dispensation of orderly justice—which is essential to the 
prosperity and orderliness of any modern society.

Imperial Presidency, Not Dictatorship 

In 2019, Duterte arguably pulled off the greatest electoral victory 
in the history of midterm elections via his proxies. As the author 
described it—and later adopted in a Philippine Daily Inquirer 
editorial—we witnessed nothing short of a Monday (Night) 

Massacre. The liberal opposition suffered complete, absolute and 
indubitable political evisceration. Among the more than a dozen 
opposition senatorial candidates, which includes progressives such 
as Neri Colmenares, not even one made it. Only three, including 
two former senators and one physician-turned-social media 
superstar with more than 10 million followers, made it to the top 
20, which was dominated by a cocktail of administration bets and 
traditional politicians. In the Congress, the Liberal Party, formerly a 
hegemonic political force, was reduced from hundreds of members 
to barely over a dozen in only three years. Their performance in 
the gubernatorial and mayoral race was even more tragic. 

Instead of checking his worst instincts, as the midterm elections 
tend to do in the United States (the former colonial empire that 
established our modern political institutions), the 2019 elections 
may have given the president a carte blanche to push his 
authoritarian populist project to its logical conclusion. But does 
this make Duterte a “dictator” à la Ferdinand Marcos? The short 
answer is no. There are two reasons for this. First and foremost, as 
I argued in a New York Times op-ed,21 it’s unlikely that Duterte will 
ever gain what political scientists such as Samuel Huntington called 
“subjective” control over the armed forces, namely personal grip 
over the policy, promotion, and operations of the men in barracks.22 
To be clear: subjective control over the military is a sine qua non 
for personal dictatorship. To put things into perspective, President 
Marcos was able to achieve that after three years of constant 
courting and packing of the top brass in the late-1960s. As former 
president Fidel Ramos and top military officer during the Marcos 
regime told me earlier this year, “He [Marcos] used us. He 
saw us [soldiers] as his mere subordinates.”23 

Together with Charie Jaoquin of the National Defense College of 
the Philippines, I am currently conducting a detailed qualitative 
and quantitative survey on civil-military relations under the Duterte 

administration. Preliminary findings suggest that the military continues 
to preserve a remarkable degree of institutional autonomy despite 
the president’s charm offensive and authoritarian tendencies. From 
the West Philippine Sea disputes to civil-military relations, including 
Duterte’s arbitrary call for arrest of a former soldier-turned-senator, 
the defense establishment has held its ground. This was even more 
apparent in their rejection of the president’s call for a “revolutionary 
government” in late-2017. Duterte will not be able to gain “subjective” 
control over the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) anytime soon, if 
ever. In contrast, if one looks at other authoritarian populists, who were 
able to gain subjective control over the military, they were either former 
military officers (Hugo Chavez) or former intelligence services elite 
member (Vladimir Putin). Or, as in the case of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
of Turkey, had more than a decade of power, enough youth and vigor 
(plus luck), and fantastically-scripted intrigues and legitimate coups, to 
systematically purge the top brass to institute a more pliant military.24 

None of these conditions apply to the aging Duterte, who neither 
has a military-security background, nor a coherent strategy to 
achieve what some of his peers were able to in other emerging 
market democracies. Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro, a former military officer 
who ran along top generals, has a better chance.25 The second 
reason Duterte is not (and will likely not ever become) a dictator 
is that he (unlike Chavez or Erdogan) does not possess a 
real political party or sustained grassroots movement.  

The 2019 elections were more a triumph for traditional politicians 
and tactical allies of the administration sans any pretense to liberal 
values than a clear victory for Duterte loyalists. Among all the 24 
senators, for instance, one could only think of Bato Dela Rosa 
and Bong Go as full-fledged loyalists, who will vote 100 percent 
along his preferences. At most, one could add Francis Tolentino, 
Imee Marcos, and Bong Revilla, but their ties to Duterte is more 
a reflection of political debt of gratitude than complete loyalty 
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and dependence. Four remaining senators still belong to the 
opposition. So that leaves around 15 senators, who are a surreal 
and messy mélange of tactical allies, (soft) independents, loyal 
oppositionists, and traditional politicians. And it’s this group of 
politicians, each with his/her own ambition (including for presidency 
in 2022), ego, and self-interest, who will ultimately decide the 
future of our republic. And, politicians as they are, these group of 
senators will be sensitive to public opinion well beyond the 2019 
elections. Thus, watch out for clash of self-interests, and lots of 
horse-trading, rather than a straightforward rubber-stamp senate. 

One implication is that Duterte may struggle to ram through 
sweeping constitutional changes, which require up to 18 votes in 
the Senate, and may, instead, settle for controversial issues that 
may only require majority vote, whether its reduction of criminal 
liability age or restoration of death penalty, which will likely also 
face stiff opposition in the upper-chamber of the legislature. Then, 
there is the element of time, with Duterte having, at most, until 
third quarter of 2021 (roughly six quarters following the midterm 
elections) to get key legislations through before being reduced 
into a lame duck. As Duterte reaches closer to his constitutional 
retirement, the focus will progressively shift to 2022 elections.

In fact, this fundamental reality was fully on display following 
the Reed Bank incident and Duterte’s seemingly China-leaning 
position on the crisis. Even administration friendly and independent 
senators, including Richard Gordon and Joel Villanueva but most 
prominently Panfilo Lacson, took a hardline on the issue, accusing 
the president of “surrender” and calling for tighter cooperation 
with traditional allies against China. Many of the critics are 

already calculating their 2022 prospects, and are thus, now more 
emboldened to stand against Duterte to embrace public opinion. 

If anything, what the weeks-long crisis showed is that Duterte’s 
political capital is much more fragile than it seems, with his China-
leaning policy vitiating his authority amid widespread public 
backlash.26 Throughout the crisis, just a month following the 
midterms elections, Duterte seemed defensive and beleaguered, 
going so far as threatening to jail anyone, who seeks to impeach 
him on charges of treason and abuse of power, particularly 
following his admission that he has an agreement with Beijing to 
allow their fishermen roam Philippine waters in the South China 
Sea.27 This only shows his sense of vulnerability and isolation on 
the China issue, which is chipping away at his political capital. 

What awaits us is less a dictatorship than an ‘imperial presidency,’ 
where the commander-in-chief stands almost above the law, 
immune to accountability, but is not fully in control of the state 
institutions, capable of imposing his/her will on all organs of the 
state, particularly through “subjective control” over the military, and 
the civil society. Moreover, an imperial presidency could also have 
a positive effect, namely allowing the president to push for much 
needed structural reforms and difficult policies, namely expedited 
infrastructure buildup through new emergency powers, next trench 
of tax reforms, and implementation of socio-economic 
policies that runs against vested interests. 

Duterte occupies a gray zone between all-out dictatorship and 
a constitutionally-compliant chief executive. The Philippines 
has entered a twilight zone. 
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Alt-Populists: Future of Philippine Democracy

Meanwhile, there are, in fairness, new faces among the elite, but these are what one can call “Dutertegarchs,” 
namely the former ‘Davao boys,’ who now find themselves suavely cruising through the corridors of power and/or 
in the middle of multi-billion dollar deals (progressively involving China) that, not long ago, exceeded their wildest 
dreams. Yet, something else is taking place in the Philippines, namely the emergence of ‘alt-populism.’ The only 
way to transcend feckless liberals and beat right-wing populists is voting into power young, progressive and 
charismatic leaders.28 Similar to their populist contemporaries such as Trump, Duterte, and Modi, they fit into 
what the German sociologist Max Weber described as “charismatic” leaders, who, to their supporters, 
possesses “supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities.”29  

The leaders referred to here are the many men and women (in their 30s and 40s), who rose to power by both 
embodying and promising change. And, in their case, “good change,” since they base their policies in facts 
(rather than fiction), reason (rather than anger and fear), and gradual and systematic reform (rather than mindless 
violence). The ‘alt-populists’ include prime ministers Jacinda Ardern in New Zealand, Katrin Jakobsdottir in 
Iceland, Justin Trudeau in Canada, Leo Eric Varadkar in Ireland, the French President Emmanuel Macron, 
Ukraine’s  41-year-old former comedian and new president Volodymyr Zelensky, and Slovakian hipster-president 
Zuzana Caputova, an environmental activist and yoga practitioner, whose catchy election slogan was, “let’s 
face the evil together” (Postavme sa zlu, spolu to dokazeme), among others. Harvard academics Noam 
Gidron and Bart Bonikowski identify ‘varieties of populism,’ where some leaders only employ the 
populist playbook it in terms of their style/rhetoric and electoral/political mobilization, but 
not necessarily in their actual policy once in power or as their ideology.30  

Leaders like Duterte and Trump are what I call “consummate populists,” who employ all elements of 
populism, namely rhetoric/style, electoral/political mobilization, and actual populist 
policy once in power.This is their ‘art of populist governance.’ 

In contrast, the ‘alt-populists’ are radically liberal and democratic in their policies, though populist in their 
messaging, mobilization tactics, and public projection and imaging (I discuss this further in a book project with 
Harvard Law school to be published by Cambridge University Press). The Philippines may have finally elected our 
own versions, though still on the local level, with Isko Moreno and Vico Sotto (“Iskotto”) hopefully leading the way. 
In the last presidential elections, the Philippines got a consummate authoritarian populist. Soon, the country 
may very well get a more progressive, younger and facts-based version of anti-establishment candidates. 
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