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THE PHILIPPINES
Weak State, Resilient President
Patricio N. Abinales

Shortly after government forces tear-gassed their way into one of Manila’s ﬁnest
hotels on 29 November 2007 to ﬂush out thirty-odd “rebels” and their civilian
supporters, Philippine-focussed e-groups began debating the signiﬁcance of what
became known as the “Makati stand-off ”.1 Among the most popular messages
was a joke patterned after American late-night host David Letterman’s “Top Ten
List”. Purporting to be an “Intel Info” released by the government’s National
Intelligence Security Agency, it lists the “Top Ten Reasons Why [Navy Lieutenant
Second Grade and Senator Antonio] Trillanes and Company Packed Up” and
surrendered:
1. Not even his mother joined them.
2. Oakwood [the plush apartment complex Trillanes and comrades took over
in an aborted 2004 coup] had a better lobby.
3. CNN was not there to cover it.
4. The hotel had run out of ice cubes.
5. The APCs [armed personnel carriers] were parked in the lobby, not in the
parking lot.
6. Trillanes realized that being tear-gassed was not part of his mandate as
senator.
7. [Former Vice-President Teoﬁsto] Guingona [a civilian participant] thought
it was an anti-Erap [former President Joseph Estrada], or pro-Erap pardon
rally, whatever…
8. Surrender was better than the company of Father Robert Reyes [another
civilian participant].

PATRICIO N. ABINALES is professor at the Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto
University.
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9. Trillanes noticed that people were crying, not because of the tear gas but
because of him.
10. Even GMA [Gloria Macapagal Arroyo] was beginning to look better the
longer they stayed.2
This joke and its variants were notable for the way they turned Filipino
political humour against the opposition, which is already struggling to prove its
viability. In making fun of the small numbers and triviality of the Makati standoff, the joke highlights the opposition’s inability to gain traction despite major
exposés against Arroyo and her close associates. Further, where it was once treated
deferentially, the opposition here is put on the same level as the ruling elite led
by President Gloria Arroyo.3 The joke’s popularity also showed how popular
sentiment pushed the anti-Arroyo forces off their moral high ground and onto
the same level as those in power. In that corrupt, patronage-driven, opportunistic
cesspool, Arroyo was capo de tutti capo (boss of all bosses) by virtue of her
longer residence and knowledge of how things and people operate. This point was
really the most humiliating for the opposition: having been sent into the political
netherworld by public opinion, it was forced to play by the regime’s rules and
was expected to lose badly.
This essay explores the imbalance between the ruling administration and
its opposition and attempts to decipher a particular puzzle of contemporary
Philippine politics: the extraordinary resilience of President Gloria Arroyo. It
suggests that Arroyo’s staying power has to do with the nature of her political
coalition. I do not refer here to her alliances with the military or the support she
receives from international actors like the United States. Instead, I suggest we
focus more on her relationship with provincial governors, city and town mayors,
and village councillors, whose conﬁdence Arroyo has maintained through her
adept handling of state funds. With these local ofﬁcials backing her up, and with
the secondary support of the leadership of the Armed Forces of the Philippines,
Arroyo has been able to deﬂect ﬁerce criticism and ride wave after wave of
opposition attacks on her presidency.
Equally, I will argue, it is the absence or brittleness of links between most
anti-Arroyo forces and local political actors that accounts for the former’s lack of
success. Without such parallel networks, the opposition is limited to options with
immediate propaganda impact but little mobilizational value. Or it must resort to
elitist attempts to remove Arroyo surgically (for example, the coup or mutiny).
Given the historic limitations of such strategies, each failure has diminished the
opposition’s standing in the eyes of the public, as demonstrated by the jokes
following the Makati stand-off.
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This essay starts with a discussion of local power and its impact on national
politics since the end of the Marcos dictatorship. It then focuses on Arroyo’s
relationship with local power, showing how she has compensated for lack of
political skill and manoeuvrability in Manila through alliances with local political
clans and, to a lesser extent, a charisma targeted speciﬁcally at the provinces.
Next, the absence of such relationships between local power and Arroyo’s
opponents is discussed, before concluding with a brief reiteration of Arroyo’s
political durability.

Local Power and National Politics
Twenty years after the fall of Ferdinand Marcos, the Philippines remains the
classic example of a ﬂawed attempt by a constitutional order to achieve substantive
democracy. It has become the laboratory to test and conﬁrm the variety of regimes
associated with the weak post-colonial state. Studies cover all levels of Philippine
politics, although the sphere most extensively covered is the local level. While
typologies differ, these studies generally agree that the exercise of power by local
strongmen/women, bosses, and families has been in pursuit of selﬁsh ends.4 Rarely
does local power become a force for substantive democratization and economic
progress. Even reformists are thus tainted, and their regimes of exception do not
last long, either reverting to the dark side before the end of their terms or once
their successors take over.5
Perhaps because national–local ties appear primarily as props to individual
or family-centred politics, the current literature spares them little analysis, leaving
many questions unanswered: what kinds of relationships developed through time
between the local and national? What were the bases of their growth, and what
could cause them to break down? Do these ties help explain the persistence of
a weak Philippine state? In the current literature, the patrimonial simply trumps
the nation and individuals enshrine themselves in state institutions at the national
level with the goal of expanding and protecting the power they have accumulated
at the local level. Accordingly, the Marcos dictatorship has been portrayed as the
ambitious project of an individual and his family to turn the country into its own
private domain, to be looted and suppressed on whim.6 Ignored in the literature
are projects of the dictatorship that tried to bring local power under the control of
the national state, to impose “order” through national economic development at the
expense of “anarchic” and often illicit economic activities.7 The developmentalist
president, who once claimed that Philippine underdevelopment could only be
reversed if the central state destroyed “the machinations of political leaders and
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their oligarch friends”,8 has largely disappeared from scholarship and public
imagination alike in favour of the “master cacique”9 that he also was. What remains
unstudied are many episodes of central state intervention to destroy nodes of local
power, especially in provinces and regions considered opposed to martial law.
A similar caricature has bedevilled another “strong president” — Fidel V.
Ramos. Ramos was initially praised for breaking down “nationalist” barriers
that slowed the Philippines’ integration into the global economy, trimming and
reforming a state bureaucracy that appeared out of control, and imposing Manila’s
developmentalist will on the provinces.10 Near the end of his term, however, the
dark side had become more prominent with investigative reports of corruption
in high places and self-serving moves by Ramos and his allies to extend his
term of ofﬁce.11 The strong state Ramos pledged to install fell by the wayside as
his desire to stay in power led him to compromise with the opponents of such
a state — the political clans that controlled the provinces and had entrenched
themselves in national institutions like the lower house of Congress.12 By the
time he stepped down, Ramos retained little of the reformist image he and
his handlers had carefully nurtured in his ﬁrst years in power. As this image
deteriorated, so did scholars’ interest in his attempts to duplicate — under
democratic conditions — Marcos’ state-centred programmes.13
At the other end of the spectrum stand Corazon Aquino and Joseph
Estrada, now considered the weakest presidents of the post-authoritarian period.
The literature on their administrations abounds with tales of indecisiveness,
short-sightedness, and a recurring incapacity to impose presidential will on the
“anarchy of families” keeping the areas outside Manila under semi-despotic
control.14 These presidents’ most potent weapons were charisma — Aquino’s
directed towards a broad community and Estrada’s speciﬁc to the poor and
underprivileged — which mobilized hundreds of thousands early in their terms.
But it proved insufﬁcient to keep them unsullied. Aquino kept her promise to
step down after her term, but by then Filipinos had begun to turn their back on
the spirit of the “EDSA revolution”.15 Estrada failed even to weather his ﬁrst and
only major crisis.
The approach of these two presidents to local power reconﬁrms the insecurity
of their regimes. Aquino consolidated her hold on the state through alliances
with any political clan that was not overtly pro-Marcos.16 Her administration also
provided the legal mantle under which local politicians would reassert themselves
in the post-authoritarian era; Republic Act No. 7160 (Local Government Code
of 1991) devolved many administrative powers of the national centre to local
governments, increasing their share of internal revenue allocations and giving
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them power to tax state corporations operating in their jurisdictions. As a result,
some provinces began to enjoy remarkable growth, which equally enhanced the
power of the families that governed them.17 Estrada, whose presidential campaign
began with a very weak campaign structure, was even less discriminating,
welcoming anyone who supported his candidacy into an election coalition. He was
“as accommodating to legislators as Ramos was, [although] he exercised more
discretion in dispensing largesse”, in part because of his “personalistic style”.18
But because he was aware that clan and strongman support was ﬂuid and could
easily change from one setting to another, Estrada also increasingly realized that
the long-term stability of his presidency would depend on how he could control
them apart from just doling out spoils.
Despite their broad electoral coalitions, Aquino and Estrada were stymied
when they pursued policies inimical to local elite interests. For example,
Aquino’s legislative allies supported the use of generic drugs, implemented urban
land reform, and strengthened anti-rape and child exploitation laws. But they
vehemently opposed her comprehensive rural land reform programme and
blocked civil society advocacy of an anti-dynasty law that would weaken the
power of political clans.19 Estrada’s fall was sparked not by opponents, but by
his own decision to legalize and centralize the operation of a hitherto illegal and
decentralized numbers game ( jueteng), a move that angered a close ally who
controlled jueteng operations in northern Philippines. Ilocos Sur governor Luis
“Chavit” Singson’s exposé became the spark that led to Estrada’s ouster.20 As the
crisis grew, regional and local ofﬁcials kept their distance from Estrada, partly
because they shared Singson’s concerns over the destruction of a local source of
booty.21

Arroyo in Context
When Arroyo took over the presidency from an ousted Estrada, then “won” another
six-year term in 2004, she showed that she had learned from her predecessors’
experience with local power. The foremost of these lessons was in the handling of
state revenues. Under the pretext of addressing high priority concerns like paying
the country’s external and internal debts, past presidents had routinely held up
internal revenue allocations owed to the provinces under the Local Government
Code. But the pay-off came during elections, when local leaders — sensing their
momentary leverage as vote-getters for the party in power — demanded the
release of their allocations. Such give-and-take characterized the Aquino, Ramos,
and Estrada presidencies.22
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In contrast, Arroyo has kept the ﬂow of funds open to all but implacable
opponents and thereby gained the loyalty of provincial governors and city and
town mayors regardless of party afﬁliation. In her speech of gratitude to local
ofﬁcials for supporting her in 2004, she pointedly mentioned “releasing all the
Internal Revenue Allocation and Local Government Service Equalization Fund
to the municipalities”. She also announced that she was “condoning [cancelling]
their debts to the national government” so they could better contribute to the
country’s economic performance.23 The not-so-subtle message was that as long as
local ofﬁcials supported her, money would ﬂow; as long as money ﬂowed, their
provinces and their power would be secure. They have responded quite well to
this approach.24
Where Arroyo’s allocation of state revenue has been effective in gaining the
support of political clans, charisma has helped keep voters enthralled. The Manila
dailies generally portray Arroyo as dour and arrogant, wont to temperamental
outbursts directed particularly at subordinates — faults she would eventually
concede.25 In the provinces, however, Arroyo projects a different persona: that of
a big sister or young mother who can talk to her children in their own languages.
Indeed, a powerful iconic strength of Arroyo is her facility in speaking the country’s
major languages.26 The ﬁrst polyglot president, she has skilfully tapped this talent
when campaigning in the provinces, somewhat offsetting her increasingly negative
ratings in nationwide poll surveys.27
With linguistic bonding legitimizing patronage ties, Arroyo has conﬁdently
deﬂected legislative and electoral attacks with the force of numbers. Such has
also been the fate of two attempts to impeach her.28 In the critical elections of
2004, when Arroyo faced a potentially strong challenge from an ageing but
popular movie star, her victory was ensured not only by corrupt election ofﬁcials,
but by Muslim political clans who were rewarded with the right to govern the
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao, the regional body created by Congress
as an institutional canopy for provinces with Muslim majorities.
The presence of the military leadership in Arroyo’s camp has thus not
been critical, but largely ancillary to the fundamental partnership of this president
and local power. The generals are called in to quash attempted coups, but after
the confrontations withdraw to the barracks to allow Arroyo and her politician
allies to restore the status quo ante. This is hardly new: Marcos used the
same tactic to deal with the military, asserting his “civilian supremacy” and
relegating them to supporting roles until a bunch of young colonels changed
the rules in 1985. Ironically, this is another lesson Arroyo has learned from a
predecessor.29
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The strength of Arroyo’s power nexus does not mean it experiences no
tremors. Filipino political observer Manuel Quezon III noted how factional
inﬁghting at the local level threatened to break Arroyo’s coalition on the eve of
the 2007 legislative and local elections. Only a brokered truce preserved the
coalition’s majority in the lower house of the legislature, an outcome, Quezon
warned, that could easily unravel.30 The latest rift — reﬂected in growing
animosity between Arroyo and House Speaker Jose De Venecia after the latter’s
son exposed a bribe attempt by an Arroyo ally to favour a Chinese company’s bid
for a multimillion peso national broadband network — seems to conﬁrm Quezon’s
prediction.31 But on closer examination, the quarrel appears conﬁned to the top
level with little reverberation down the line, as the majority of congressmen,
provincial governors, and city mayors continue to draw on Arroyo’s patronage
and reciprocate by protecting and defending her administration.32 When a reformist
provincial governor publicized the “gift money” handed to members of the Union
of Local Authorities of the Philippines (ULAP) after a meeting in the presidential
palace, ofﬁcers of the association vigorously deﬂected public criticism away from
Arroyo.33

Arroyo’s Opponents and Local Power
Such tactical advantages allow Arroyo to continue to prevail over her political
rivals. Anti-Arroyo politicians remain an insigniﬁcant but noisy minority in the
House of Representatives and retain a tenuous hold over some provinces and cities.
Their attempts to revive the impeachment charges against Arroyo have failed time
and again, thwarted by a pro-Arroyo majority.34 They do control the Senate, but
so far their use of the upper chamber’s investigative and treaty-approving powers
has not made any dent on Arroyo’s armour, despite revelation after revelation of
corruption involving allies and relatives of the President.35 These days, its dominant
members have become more concerned with preparing for the next presidential
election than going after the President.36
With the Chief Justice leading the way, the Supreme Court has likewise
shown signs of judicial activism, holding the government accountable for the
extrajudicial killings of leftwing activists and using its mantle to create some
form of human rights legal shield.37 The government lost some propaganda points
to as a result of the Court’s postures, but these were not enough to destabilize
Arroyo. With the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP) and other left-wing
forces still unable to deliver the massive protests to back up the legal rulings,
these legal counter-measures appear to have very limited effect.
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Viewing the Arroyo presidency from the perspective of its national–local
alliances also helps explain why the military “uprisings” against it have failed.
The “mass support” that is critical to any military action against a regime in
power did not materialize: no thousands of protesters trooped in from around
Manila and its surrounding provinces; no surges of “people power” occurred in
the further-ﬂung provinces. The 2003 Oakwood mutiny, the attempted coup of
January 2006, and the more recent takeover of the Manila Peninsula hotel were
unable to muster the civilian support they needed because political clans refused
to mobilize their constituents against Arroyo. Other recent events can also be
understood through this prism, two of which are worth discussing here: the furore
over the assassination of left-wing activists and the progress in peace talks between
Muslim separatist rebels and the government.
Since 2001, hundreds of activists and cadres belonging to legal organizations
of the CPP have fallen victim to Maﬁa-style executions.38 These “extra-judicial
killings” have occurred mostly in the provinces and their targets have been
relatively unknown beyond their organizations. The loudest condemnation of the
killings has come from the national dailies and human rights groups, both based
mainly in Manila, and from representatives of the United Nations and Amnesty
International.39 In the provinces — where the assassinations are taking place
— the anger has hardly been audible. The national and international media has
identiﬁed this silence as apathy and indifference and blames it for Arroyo’s ability
to eliminate opponents with impunity.40 Unfortunately, this argument assumes
“protest fatigue” without probing why people turn their backs on protest politics
and why the CPP in particular — the most experienced of anti-state actors at
protest mobilization — has been unable to rouse “the people”. Neither does it
try to understand the contexts in which apathy unfolds.
One should not ignore the possibility that elites are keeping people off the
streets, of course, given their determining role in local politics. In areas where clans
are in open warfare with communists, preventing public protest goes along with
the physical elimination of radicals. But in areas where there is no outright war,
it is, ironically, the CPP’s own modus vivendi with local power that prevents the
mobilization of protest. In these cases, the Party has formed alliances of convenience
with political clans in which the two parties help each other win legislative seats.41
The Party’s New People’s Army (NPA) even receives “revolutionary taxes” from
clans to allow them unmolested reign over their localities.
These opportunistic compromises have ironically affected the CPP’s ability
to expand its urban networks. The communists have always emphasized that the
effective growth in the cities and towns must be anchored on politicizing “the
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masses” through continued political education and mass mobilization. This means
cadres must exploit every political opportunity that could bring people out on
the streets. In most cases, these protest actions are focused on “national issues”
(American presence in the country, corruption at the top levels of government,
“militarization”). But as the power of the political clans was restored, more
episodes of repression and domination affecting the communists’ constituents
were being perpetrated at the local level. This situation has created a dilemma
for the CPP: will it order its cadres to broaden their agitation to include the
clans, warlords, bosses and strongmen, or will it, in the interest of the electoral
alliances, keep the protests centred only on national issues? There is very little
evidence of the former, suggesting that the communists prefer not to break the
political agreements they signed with the clans.42 But the political consequence
has been serious: since its revival after a major split, the CPP has yet to achieve
any breakthrough in organizing mass protests at the provincial and town levels.
This vital component in projecting a national presence (the other is the increases
in NPA attacks) is being frustrated not only by the failure of the CPP to re-capture
the popular imagination, but also by these political compromises that prevent the
Party from turning against its local “tactical allies”.43
The other development that bears examination in the light of national–local
alliances is the off-and-on discussion since 2005 between the Moro Islamic
Liberation Front (MILF) and the Philippine Government over a lasting ceaseﬁre
and eventual agreement on the future of the Muslim minorities. The MILF
became the “voice” of Muslim separatism when an older rival, the Moro National
Liberation Front (MNLF), signed a peace pact with the government in 1996
and was subsequently weakened by serious disagreement inside its leadership.
Displaying panache and an unusual creativity, the MILF has compensated for
some major military setbacks and its limited ﬁghting space by mustering an
assortment of unlikely international “supporters” of negotiations — from Malaysia
and Brunei to the United States, Japan, and Canada — which subtly pressures
the Philippine Government to grant more concessions to the rebel group.44 This
has worked so well for the MILF that there is now de facto recognition by these
governments of the group’s right to create its own homeland (the current formal
term is Bangsamoro Juridical Entity, or BJE), which could be attained through
various means, including an outright partition of Mindanao island. The interest
of these governments has also kept the BJE idea on the negotiating table despite
the Philippine government’s repeated backtracking.45
Despite these tactical gains on the MILF’s part, the government still retains
the upper hand by virtue of its ﬁrepower, military backing from the United

08 Patricio.indd 301

4/21/08 11:00:51 AM

302

Patricio N. Abinales

States, and, within Mindanao, continuous suspicion of non-Muslims towards the
strategic goals of the MILF.46 After 2004, President Arroyo was able to slip one
more ace up her sleeve — the support of important Muslim political clans. Since
witnessing the MNLF’s disastrous administration of the Autonomous Region
in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) and aware of the critical signiﬁcance of these
provinces to the outcome of many national elections, Arroyo renewed her faith in
the traditional Muslim families that had dominated “Moro Mindanao” before the
rise of separatism in the late 1960s. In the 2004 elections, several municipalities
in the ARMM region turned out nearly 100 per cent in her favour. Following
the election, Arroyo “handed” ARMM to the most powerful of these clans, the
Ampatuan family, which has since dominated regional politics.47
During its heyday, the MNLF had anchored its rebellion in a twin
commitment to rid the southern Philippines of the repressive, centralizing, proChristian government in Manila and the traditional families whose collaboration
with Manila since the late American colonial period was a root cause of Muslim
backwardness. It accomplished neither, being bogged down in an inconclusive
war with the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) and betrayed by traditional
elites who had initially showed interest in an alliance against Marcos.48 The
MILF has learned from this mistake and adopted a live-and-let-live relationship
with traditional elites. Both sides have gone out of their way to prevent their
armed groups from clashing, knowing how devastating this would be in terms
of casualties.49 A weakened MILF would become easy prey for the AFP, while
a weakened political clan would become vulnerable to aspirant rivals and old
foes. The MILF has therefore avoided “ﬁghting on several fronts” and alienating
purported constituents who remain loyal to traditional leaders.50 But what is good
for the MILF has also been good for the government. With the power of the
traditional elite unchallenged by the supposedly radical MILF, Arroyo has been
able to rely on the former, and as noted above, they proved very reliable allies
in delivering the “Muslim vote” in 2004.

All (Philippine) Politics is Local
These predicaments illustrate the dilemma of the anti-Arroyo opposition. On the
one hand, its vocal presence in Manila continues to attract the attention of media
and the metropole’s chattering classes. National coverage of anti-Arroyo politics
remains high, thanks to a largely sympathetic media corps.51 The image of a president
besieged by the opposition is then picked up by international media outlets, which
portray the Arroyo regime as marked by “political instability and [slow] progress

08 Patricio.indd 302

4/21/08 11:00:52 AM

The Philippines: Weak State, Resilient President

303

on reforms”.52 Academics elaborate with their bleak prognoses, perpetuating the
idea of perennial political instability. Consider the ominous opening in this 2006
assessment by social and behavioural sciences professor Frank Cibulka:
In 2006 the Philippines passed through another year of severe political weather with forms of instability accompanying attempts, whether
by constitutional or unconstitutional means, to remove the embattled
President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo from ofﬁce… The country’s political
stage hosted an appearance of almost all the political strategies characteristic of a weak post-1986 Philippine state: attempts at presidential
impeachment and military coup, declaration of state of emergency,
political violence, failed constitutional reform, and continuation of the
communist and Muslim insurgences. In many ways, Philippine politics
appears to have become frozen in its perpetual state of varying levels of
crisis. Political instability is becoming expected and almost institutionalized (emphasis added).53

On the other hand, the ruckus raised in the capital and the image of instability
projected internationally do not conform with the remarkable stability of the regime
as seen “from below”, where Arroyo has faced not a single serious challenge since
assuming the presidency.54 All the “strategies” mentioned above failed (no coup
has succeeded since 1986 and, as mentioned above, the third attempt to impeach
Arroyo ﬁzzled out), or were too small and limited to effect a change in regime or
state form. In fact, it is the opposition’s position that has been perennially fragile,
arising from its inability to compete against Arroyo at the local level, where the
“ﬁghting” is intense, dispersed, and so “provincial” that it does not invite the
same curiosity as political battles in Manila. The desperation most observers
have come to associate with the 29 November 2007 Manila Peninsula takeover
— in which the appeal of thirty “rebels” for “people power” fell on deaf ears
— merely underscores the extent to which the opposition has lost mass support
in both the capital and the provinces.
If we situate recent struggles within the state and between state and social
forces (including communist rebels) on a broader historical canvass, we can see
how decisive has been the local factor in their outcomes. Events like the nationalist
revolution of 1896, the consolidation of American colonial rule and subsequent
Filipinization of the colonial state, the birth of the Republic and suppression of the
ﬁrst communist rebellion, and even the Marcos dictatorship and “historic” People
Power Revolution of 1986 cannot be completely understood without considering
how they played out in the towns, cities, and provinces. At the same time, placing
the local at the centre of political analysis may provide the key to deciphering
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the enduring puzzle of the weak Philippine state with the uncanny ability to plod
through one national crisis after another.
While it may be true that the state’s weakness is primarily the result of
social forces expropriating state resources and programmes to advance patrimonial
interests, it is also precisely this appetite for plunder that enables those in control
of the national state to secure support from social forces and to “govern”.55
National state actors craft mutually beneﬁcial compromises with local political
clans, strongmen and women, warlords and bosses wherein they make state largesse
available in exchange for ﬁdelity to national authority.56 This is how Philippine
presidents back to the 1930s were able to stay in power and to rule, with the
exception of Estrada. Gloria Arroyo is simply continuing a tradition, although her
position is perhaps much stronger since the pact has been institutionalized and
legitimized by law. Moreover, the continuous and increasing ﬂow of remittances
from Filipinos working abroad prevents the depletion of resources that could
instigate a breakdown of ﬁdelity at the local level. The state takes a percentage
of these remittances through various mechanisms, but even when revenues are
low due to poor tax collection, national state leaders can rest content because the
bulk of funds goes directly to family recipients and keeps communities relatively
stable. Finally, Arroyo’s endurance is assured by the dysfunction of the political
parties and movements arrayed against her. Only the CPP has the potential to
match her nationwide network, but in its current stage of “the strategic defensive”,
it would take years, even decades, to set up a parallel radical structure.57
A pro-government columnist predicted that the President would complete
her term, and there is no reason to doubt it.58 However, she is mistaken in
attributing this to “protest fatigue”, a label whose popularity is directly proportional
to the users’ lack of curiosity about its factuality. Arroyo’s staying power lies
elsewhere, and this is in the way she has struck a balance between governing the
country and pleasing her bevy of allies at the local level. As long as this concord
is unshaken and appropriately bolstered by the support of military, police, and
international allies and by the acquiescence of rich and middle-class Filipinos,
Arroyo, despite her consistently low popularity, will remain secure in her post.59
As a leader who has somehow found a way to tap on the very sources of state
weakness — the proliferation of powerful local social forces and their ability
to affect national state policies — and turn these into props to strengthen one’s
hold on national power, Arroyo may well become the model that her successors
could emulate.
Her experience also provides the most crucial lesson that any anti-state actor
or movement must keep in mind: that the success of their political project could
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only come if they ﬁrst confront political power not in Manila, but beyond the
national capital.
Notes
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Other leaders of the group were retired Catholic bishop Julio Labayen, former
president of the University of the Philippines Francisco Nemenzo, and Jesuit priest
Robert Reyes. Detailed reports of what happened can be found in the website of the
Philippine Daily Inquirer. See Inquirer.net <http://www.inquirer.net/specialreports/
makatistandoff/>.
The joke moved from the web to the mobile phone, where SMS-crazy Filipinos spread
it further. Another joke — funnier and more tasteless — listed the “Top ten reasons
why they should have gone to Victoria Court instead”, a reference to a popular Manila
“love/sex hotel”.
In fact, there has been no let up in the comedic drumbeat against Arroyo, which in its
combination of wit and nastiness remains unsurpassed. Arroyo’s diminutive physique
has been a favourite target; everyday political laughter often revolves around her
image as a nasty duwende (dwarf).
Among the prominent works on Filipino political clans, landed elites, warlords,
strongmen, caciques, and bosses are: Benedict Anderson, “Cacique Democracy in
the Philippines: Origins and Dreams”, New Left Review 169 (1988): 3–31; Temario
Rivera, Landlords and Capitalists: Class, Family and State in Philippine Manufacturing
(Quezon City: University of the Philippines, 1994); An Anarchy of Families: State and
Family in the Philippines, edited by Alfred W. McCoy (Quezon City and Madison:
Ateneo de Manila University Press and University of Wisconsin Center for Southeast
Asian Studies, 1994); Boss: Five Case Studies of Local Politics in the Philippines,
edited by Jose F. Lacaba (Manila: Philippine Center for Investigative Journalism and
the Institute for Popular Democracy, 1995); John T. Sidel, Capital, Coercion and
Crime: Bossism in the Philippines (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999); and
Mina Roces, Kinship Politics in Postwar Philippines: The Lopez Family, 1946–2000
(Manila: De La Salle University Press, 1991).
On these reformist politicians, see Jennifer Conroy Franco, Elections and Democratization in the Philippines (New York: Routledge, 2001); and Takeshi Kawanaka,
Power in a Philippine City (Tokyo: Institute of Developing Economies, 2002).
See, for example, Albert Celoza, Ferdinand Marcos and the Philippines: The Political
Economy of Authoritarianism (Connecticut: Greenwood Publishing Group, 1997);
and Belinda A. Aquino, Politics of Plunder: The Philippines under Marcos (Quezon
City: University of the Philippines National College of Public Administration and
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Marcos’s technocrats are now writing memoirs to show how committed they were
to “national development”, only to be derailed by politics. The latest of these
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recollections is Geronimo Z. Velasco, Trailblazing: The Quest for Energy Self-Reliance
(Manila: Anvil Publishing, Inc., 2006).
Ferdinand E. Marcos, The Democratic Revolution in the Philippines (Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall International, 1974), pp. 133–34.
The term was coined by Benedict Anderson, who in his “Cacique Democracy in the
Philippines” says (p. 20):
The Marcos regime, which began to entrench itself long before the declaration
of Martial Law in 1972, was an instructively complex hybrid. From one point
of view, Don Ferdinand can be seen as the Master Cacique or Master Warlord,
in that he pushed the destructive logic of the old order to its natural conclusion.
In place of dozens of privatized “security guards”, a single privatized National
Constabulary; in place of personal armies, a personal Army; instead of pliable
local judges, a client Supreme Court; instead of a myriad pocket and rotten
boroughs, a pocket or rotten country, managed by cronies, hitmen, and ﬂunkies
… But from another viewpoint, he was an original; partly because he was highly
intelligent, partly because, like his grotesque wife, he came from the lower fringes
of the oligarchy. In any case, he was the ﬁrst elite Filipino politician who saw the
possibilities of reversing the traditional ﬂow of power. All his predecessors had
lived out the genealogy of mestizo supremacy from private wealth to state power,
from provincial bossism to national hegemony. But almost from the beginning
of his presidency in 1965, Marcos had moved mentally out of the nineteenth
century, and understood that in our time wealth serves power, and that the key
card is the state. Manila’s Louis Napoleon.
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“net satisfaction” in Manila, however, rose from –41 to –16. In 2007, she continued
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See, for example, Carolyn Arguillas, “Rebels vs. Politicians”, Newsbreak, 27 August
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Southeast Asian Studies, 2007), p. 257. Cibulka sees strength only in the economy,
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Unfortunately, space and time preclude me from exploring this alternative approach
in this essay. See the fascinating account of northern Philippine local politics by Paknung Wong, “Technologies of the Strong: State Building in a Northeastern Philippine
Frontier”, Ph.D. dissertation, University of Oxford, 2006.
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