
This article argues that Rodrigo Duterte’s outlaw legitimacy is anchored 

on “social bandit-like morality.” It is characterized by the coexistence of 

compassion and violence under a patriarchal boss who maintains justice 

outside of the law. Urban legends have constructed him as a social bandit-like 

leader. However, the “moral we” who support Duterte’s discipline to save the 

nation has been constructed at the cost of the violent exclusion of criminalized 

“immoral others.” Anti-poverty programs that aim to mold the poor into a 

“moral citizenry” also exclude the poor who do not adhere to civic morality, for 

being “undeserving of rescue.” Against this background, the majority of the poor 

accept the war on drugs, believing they were saved for being “good citizens,” 

while those who were victims were “immoral others” who needed to be 

punished. However, the contradiction that a bandit, who is supposed to operate 

outside of the state, having grabbed state power entails risks. Despite the call for 

a strong state, state institutions have been weakened by his arbitrary decisions to 

implement his “tough love,” in distorted ways, thus creating sentiments among 

ex-drug users that their trust in the patriarchal leader has been betrayed. Without 

a strong legal legitimacy, the Duterte administration may face serious criticism 

when patriarchal compassion is perceived to be untrue.
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his paper examines why President Rodrigo Duterte enjoys the 

support of the majority of Filipinos, despite his authoritarian 

characteristics and the massive killings that have resulted from 

“legitimately” or “extra-judicially” killed between June 1, 2016 and 

Mark Thompson (2016) cites the failure of liberal democratic 

that Duterte is a fascist who has emerged from the failure of “discourses 

of democracy, human rights, and rule of law.” Fascism would explain the 

cross-class support to Duterte, but its emphasis on voluntary subjugation 

Duterte supporters. On the other hand, Nicole Curato (2016) asserts that 

Duterte’s “penal populism” activated the agency of people who engaged 

in both the politics of anxiety and hope, constructing drug users and 

support Curato’s argument, but her emphasis on the radical change 

caused by Duterte may overlook continuity from and complexity with 

previous politics. 

This paper attempts to present another perspective highlighting 

we” versus an “evil-they” antagonism struggling for hegemony (Kusaka 



First, I explain why the “discipline” to destroy existing systems 

was desired in the moralized presidential election. Second, I argue that 

Duterte’s legitimacy is anchored on discourses of “urban legends” on 

the Internet, constructing him as a “social bandit” who was expected to 

establish an alternative social order outside of the law. Third, I show how 

the majority of the poor, despite often being targeted by the war on drugs, 

tolerate it because there are many among them who believe that they were 

saved from it because they were “good citizens,” and that those who were 

victims were “immoral others” who deserved to be punished. Finally, I 

analyze the contradiction and risk stemming from a social bandit-like 

leader having grabbed state power.  

A characteristic of the post-EDSA Philippine politics is the rise of 

moral politics, which constructs the collective identities of a “good we” 

versus an “evil others.” Although moral discourse has been active since 

the pre-Martial Law period, “interest politics” over the distribution of 

resources through political machines has been playing a bigger role 

in forming competing factions and deciding electoral outcomes. After 

democratization, however, moral discourses became a more important 

determinant of political processes than machinery fueled by money. This 

is demonstrated by the fact that candidates with smaller budgets and 

weaker organization were able to defeat their rivals by utilizing moral 

appeals in recent presidential elections.

Freer political participation of the poor in the elections weakened 

Growing numbers of overseas contract workers provided them with 

autonomous resources, making them more independent from elites. 

The growing prominence of television since the 1990s and the Internet 



since the 2010s among the poor, who used to vote in accordance with 

the directives of local elites, gave them new opportunities to choose 

their candidates based on information gleaned from the media. While 

machine politics persists in local elections, candidates for president, 

vice president, and senators cannot control constituencies on a national 

level through monetary incentives. This allows voters more leeway in 

and many ambitious candidates set up their own parties, has also 

weakened the linkage between the central and local elites that constitute 

In this new setting, even candidates with inferior organizational and 

funding power stand a chance of winning if they can establish a self-

image as moral leaders who “stand up to enemies” such as the corruption, 

media. Voters carefully examine such contesting moral discourses to 

identify the best remedy for Philippine problems. The moral discourses 

of successful candidates resonate with the hope and anxiety of voters 

to create an imagined “we” identity, boosting their ranking in pre-

election polls. Becoming a front-running candidate in surveys increases 

and strengthens his or her organization by attracting many politicians to 

“join the bandwagon.”

The moral discourse of the “solidarity of the people” against 

in 1992 and Benigno S. Aquino III in 2010. Challenging the dominant 

with the promise of ending poverty and inequality. It facilitated Joseph 

Poe Jr. had it not been for vote cheating by Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo 

in 2004 (see Thompson 2010). In 2010, the sum of the votes gained by 

Estrada and Manuel Villar, who both used pro-poor discourses, was 

bigger than Aquino’s.



In the 2016 presidential election, four moral discourses contested 

each other. Manuel Roxas, successor of Aquino, spoke of continuing to 

pursue the “righteous path” (tuwid na daan) against corruption. Grace 

Poe appealed with uncontaminated freshness to bring about change with 

her “skillfulness and heart” (galing at puso). Jejomar Binay promised 

generous assistance to the poor, saying “Binay improves your life” 

(gaganda ang buhay kay Binay

compassion” (tapang at malasakit) and upheld a policy of “discipline” 

against criminals, which became hegemonic. Except for Binay, who 

appealed to class antagonism, the rest of the candidates attempted to 

construct a cross-class national “we” against the “immoral others.”

Duterte’s victory gives rise to three questions. First, despite his once-

consider politicians’ sincere heart in helping the needy more important 

Binay, it would perpetuate the corrupt system. Now we have to change the 

system itself instead of begging for a small share from corrupt politicians” 

as economic growth enabling some of the poor to live independently 

become more disillusioned with pro-poor discourses.  

Second, given Aquino’s high popularity and policy reforms in the 

Roxas fail to inherit Aquino’s followers? It is easy to blame this on 

however, cannot explain why Aquino’s reform agenda failed to draw 

support. One lawyer said, “I know Aquino and Roxas’s reform is moving 

in the right direction but it’s too slow to see any results. Their matuwid 

na daan (the straight or righteous path) is so jammed up,” implying the 



Aquino aggressively brought down his rivals with corruption charges, 

the bigger network of corrupt individuals remained almost untouched. 

This raises issues about the double standard or hypocrisy of the regime 

when people became more impatient for radical change. He even utilized 

Third, why did the safer choice, Grace Poe, fail to sustain her 

popularity? In fact, it was fatal that the Aquino administration did not 

replace Roxas with Poe while she was a front-runner. Yet, even if she 

had been taken on by the incumbent, it is not certain whether Poe would 

have won, because her poll numbers gradually waned. Her charm lay 

adopted by actor Fernando Poe Jr., and later graduating from reputable 

universities in the Philippines and the US. Her background was attractive 

both to the middle class who appreciated her educational record and to 

did not have a Filipino citizenship due to her status as a foundling even 

increased her poll numbers after a temporary lull. The poor in Pechayan 

with bureaucratic procedures since they do not have the complete 

documents they are required to submit. Moreover, an orphan named 

“Grace” who was disgraced in public was a variation of the familiar story 

on passion, death, and resurrection that deeply resonates with Filipino 

culture, often featured in dramas and movies. The enthralling drama that 

a “to be continued,” two months before the elections when the Supreme 

Court approved her candidacy. 

Duterte, who upheld a platform of “discipline” to eradicate drugs, 

crime, and corruption eventually took the lead in the race for the 

presidency. In response to those who cited his human rights abuses, he 

insisted that executing bad criminals in order to save the nation was 



former Philippine National Police chief and senator, became popular by 

espousing a relentless anti-crime policy, and Bayani Fernando, former 

Marikina City mayor and Metro Manila Development Authority chair, 

implemented rigid urban governance with the battle cry of “discipline.” 

Neither of the two, however, was successful in their bid for the presidency 

or the vice presidency.  

The middle class tended to support “discipline” in their desire for a 

settlers or street vendors, their non-law-abiding livelihoods were 

threatened by the state in the name of discipline. While Lacson’s agenda 

of discipline was exceptionally supported by public vehicle drivers, 

presidential election, the majority of the poor either chose Fernando 

Poe’s pro-poor discourse or Arroyo’s massive dole-out. This being the 

case, why then did many of the poor support Duterte and his campaign 

based on “discipline” in 2016? 

Pechayan residents explain that the rich have exploited freedom 

and democracy, causing an increase in prices, monopoly of wealth, and 

aggravation of inequality. This has driven many people to commit crimes 

indispensable in correcting the situation. One young man dared to say, 

“We are only hoping that the last resort of dictatorship will solve the 

The desire for discipline transcended class cleavage because of 

the widely shared belief that exploitation of the law and regulation 

by corrupt officials has almost made the public service system break 

down. The legal system in the Philippines is negotiable with money, 

smuggling tolerated by customs, public vehicles that do not undergo 

proper maintenance, extortion against drivers by the police, illegal 

logging operated by local elites, “planted bullet” extortion by airport 

officers, and so on. Accordingly, discourses of “too much freedom 

(democracy)” have gained ground.

 



they need to avoid or distort the law, support for Duterte’s version of 

term negative impact of this system on public services. Business persons 

middle class complains about how the high taxes they pay are not utilized to 

improve public security and the grueling commuting system. Contractual 

relief activities of the state. People who would once be resigned to such 

a system as having “Third-World quality” are increasingly impatient, 

witnessing the economic growth and the increasing number of people 

who experience how rules are strictly implemented in other counties. It 

was this shared frustration and aspiration for a respectable nation-state 

that sparked Duterte’s call for “discipline.”  

Duterte does not rely on the law to impose “discipline” on society, 

something other than adherence to the state’s legal framework. During 

“folk hero.” Inspired by their explanation, I apply here the “social bandit” 

argument, which I believe is helpful in order to highlight people’s agency 

in constructing “outlaw” leaders and its contradictions. 

Eric Hobsbawm (1969) has argued that social bandits were created 

from actual and imaginary interactions between the masses and outlaws 

during the rapid changes in the eighteenth century that were brought 

about by modernization. Development and the penetration of capitalism 

threatened the lives of the masses, destroying traditional paternal moral 



market, disregarding their traditional obligation to protect people’s 

livelihoods in their communities. Modern states facilitated the emerging 

bourgeoisie’s economic activities through legislations of enclosure but, 

along with taxation, impoverished the masses. Amid social unrest, the 

masses interpreted and imagined bandits as heroes who represented their 

morality against the state and the rich, spreading their legends through 

ballads and storytelling.

objected that many of them actually worked for local elites to control the 

masses. Shingo Minamizuka (1999) argues that these variations of actual 

bandits were dependent on structural conditions when they appeared. In 

the eighteenth century when modern states were still developing, bandits 

acted and were imagined as a counter-force against the state. From the 

nineteenth to the twentieth century, however, further penetration of 

modern states into the periphery of societies deprived bandits of their 

autonomy, and they increasingly played within the state structure, often 

allying with local elites. 

The Philippines also has rich folk stories of social bandits who 

thrived in the turbulent colonial and post-war period when weapons and 

violence proliferated, huge populations were dislocated, and absence of 

justice was strongly felt. These stories typically narrate how those who 

referred to as “tulisan” (bandits) or “taong-labas” (outsider), signifying 

were the epitome of bravery unbound by the colonial state’s rule, and 

their coarseness highlighted the rejection of an imposed “civilization.” 

This indicates that it was the establishment of “the Other order” and the 

maintenance of their own sense of patriarchal justice that made them 

folk heroes, rather than the redistribution of stolen goods from the rich. 

Although they resisted the colonial states and some joined the anti-colonial 

movement, most of them were not agents of social transformation as they 

often worked with local elites.



In contemporary politics, the persisting social imagination of 

careers afterwards. Joseph Estrada’s progression from San Juan mayor 

to the presidency was made possible because of his success in playing 

Asiong Salonga, a famous gangster in post-war Tondo. Ramon Revilla 

Sr. portrayed Nardong Putik, a bandit in Cavite, before becoming senator 

of the republic. Social bandits have been desired in politics because of 

the enduring belief among Filipinos that the law is nothing more than a 

weapon of the elites to enrich themselves and that only outlaws can save 

local politicians have exploited it. Local strongmen tried to strengthen 

their legitimacy by emphasizing the morality of patron-client relationships 

with respect to its redistribution and social-bandit like morality for its 

social control with violence.

Duterte’s legitimacy can be understood in this context. Yet it was not 

his alleged achievements spread through social network services that 

constructed him as a social bandit and catapulted him to the presidency. 

When you are arrested for drugs in Davao, Duterte summons you to tell 

from prison. But the third time you are arrested, he kills you immediately.

(Beth, housewife, Malabon City, February 25, 2016) 

Duterte saw an American who was smoking in a restaurant and 

disregarding the smoking ban. He told the guy while pointing his gun at him, 

cigarette into his mouth. 

which report that North Cotabato Governor Manny Piñol, a Duterte ally, 

originally shared the story through Facebook (Gonzales 2015). Yet, in 



the original story, it was a Filipino tourist who violated the smoking ban. 

Duterte later explained that it was true that he made the guy swallow 

cigarette but he never pointed his gun (see Rappler 2015). These legends, 

the combination of humor, compassion, and violence in a patriarchal boss 

who maintains justice for the people outside of the law. 

Strangely, however, a social bandit-like leader who usually operates 

outside the state has strengthened his hold on state power, his supposed 

nemesis. Now, Duterte’s extra-judicial power cannot be an act of a bandit 

defying state power, but rather an act of the state discretionally suspending 

of modern states in creating a “state of exception,” in which the law is 

suspended and others are legitimately killed in the alleged crises. In this 

bandit and the modern state, which the majority of Filipinos expected to 

be an alternative to conventional liberal democratic politics.

Two underlying themes in these legends seem to create Duterte’s 

legitimacy. First is the “recovery of public order in Davao.” In fact, public 

disorder in Davao was a necessary precondition for Duterte’s popularity. 

the New People’s Army (NPA) advanced the urban guerrilla struggle in 

Davao. They targeted Agdao, an impoverished community near the public 

market, as the site in which to create a mass base. The police and military 

forces countered the expansion of the insurgency movement. People 

dubbed Agdao as “Nicaragdao,” after Nicaragua which had plunged into 

civil war.

as being part of an assassination team referred to as a “sparrow unit,” or 

being collectors of “revolutionary tax.” Such rapid expansion slackened 

its organizational discipline, which contributed to an increase in random 

violence committed by the NPA. There were cases in which locals asked 



NPA members to punish those they were at odds with. As the locals’ 

antipathy against the NPA grew, seven local youths eventually began “NPA 

hunting” with a revolver, organizing an anti-communist vigilante group 

known as the Alsa Masa (Rising Masses)1

Pala was recruited as a spokesman of the Alsa Masa, which successfully 

expanded the movement. Even high school students volunteered to 

monitor strangers at checkpoints, out of a sense of obligation to protect 

their community. There were also those who reluctantly joined the Alsa 

of the NPA.

Running as a newcomer, Duterte won in an upset as Davao City 

school student, recalled, “I thought Duterte was so arrogant and would 

never be successful. But I gradually realized that the commute from the 

school in the city center to my house, even at nighttime, was becoming 

attributed the restoration of order to Duterte’s capability in building 

alliances with both the Alsa Masa and the NPA. 

were the key to the normalization process. Duterte cooperated with 

Calida, the Alsa Masa leader, by providing police support, praising the 

same time, he convinced the NPA to retreat to the mountainous area of 

Paquibato. He built a strategic alliance with Commander Parago of the 

NPA in the negotiation process to make them release abducted soldiers 

and policemen. The repeated events of NPA’s abduction and Duterte’s 

successful rescue enhanced the legitimacy of both as an NPA commander 

Parago is a bandit in the mountain. They collaborate to maintain peace” 



encounter with the military in 2015, Duterte allowed the NPA to have a 

funeral rally in the city center, in a gesture of compassion.

A university professor told me a legend about how the two built a 

caught by the NPA, and Parago demanded that Mayor Duterte visit their 

camp. The Mayor was angry but nevertheless went, taking a helicopter. 

Parago explained that landmines were planted in the area and climbers 

in the city hall so that climbers could obtain a permit to climb their 

government, Parago scratched his head. Then they discussed climbing 

In an environment of social unrest caused by a weak state that could 

in Davao and gained legitimacy from their followers by providing an 

alternative social order in their territories. As mayor, Duterte made 

order, in which he was the top chieftain. Locals believe that Duterte even 

protected the city from the notorious Ampatuan clan in Maguindanao, 

in 2009. They roamed around Davao City with heavily armed convoys 

whenever they went to the airport. Locals told Duterte about this, and he 

the city a neutral zone.

The second theme of the Duterte legends involves “accommodating 

professor said, “Davao is a city of migrants. This diversity could have 

caused a religious war, but we can live peacefully because of the mayor” 

Duterte devised a scheme in the local government to integrate diverse 

groups. Since the 1950s, Davao City has had a system of “deputy mayors” 

its huge domain. Duterte assigned each leader of 11 Muslim and Lumad 

groups to these positions and built an administrative network with them. 



The deputy mayor of the Lumad spoke of how they were happy to be 

support for Muslims, not only in providing funding to the Madrasah and 

Imam for Islamic education but also in sending 20 Muslims to Mecca 

annually. The deputy mayor of the Maranao added that Duterte guaranteed 

that they could conduct their business of selling pirated DVDs.2

His strong appeal among Muslims extended to his presidential 

campaign. He called for providing Muslim rights as they were the original 

inhabitants of Mindanao, and persuaded Christians to chant “Allahu 

Akbar,” explaining that this phrase simply meant “Praise God” and did 

not harm anyone. He presented his family’s hybridity as a symbol of 

national unity, emphasizing his maternal Maranao and Kamayo origins 

and paternal Chinese origins, and that half of his eight grandchildren 

were Christians and Muslims. Instead of having his own campaign color, 

support, cutting across social classes much like Aquino in the 2010 

elections. The success of both Aquino’s and Duterte’s approaches to 

nationalism was a unique development, considering that inequality and 

presidential elections. However, their moral calls for nationalism were in 

sharp contrast. Aquino called for the civic morality of “decent Filipinos” 

against corruption. In his rallies, singer Noel Cabangon would sing, “I 

am a good Filipino” (Ako ay isang mabuting Pilipino), signaling civic 

morality in not littering, being dishonest, and so on. Aquino tried to 

represent moral leadership over the “people” who were united against evil 

politics by reminding them of the patrimonial moral resources bestowed 

on him by the events of People Power. 

In contrast, Duterte’s nationalism was characterized as coming from an 

“uncivic,” provincial, or social bandit-like culture that contained elements 

of chauvinism and misogyny. When his speeches started to become dull, 

2 Interview with Nicanor Muhamad, Al Haj, and Randy Usman (February 25, 



he would rally the audience by telling an indecent joke or cursing, to which 

they would respond with applause and by chanting his name. In this uncivic 

culture, even his faults were appreciated as being relatable. Listening to him 

made one feel as if he were drinking tuba (coconut wine) with locals in nipa 

huts. He also connected his nationalist view of history with the Visayas-

Mindanao or Bisdak (Bisayang Dako) culture. He often relayed that “when 

Magellan came to the Philippines, Mindanao was Muslims’ land,” similar 

to Yoyoy Villame’s famous novelty song Magellan. Such linkage not only 

diluting his authoritarian demeanor.

Such Duterte nationalism, for his supporters, represented a cultural 

and moral backlash against the hypocritical elites in the center by those in 

the peripheries. Many informants in Leyte and Davao criticized Manila 

intellectual elites and Manila-based mainstream media that spoke of 

“civil liberty” and “human rights,” as if to monopolize the civic morality 

of political correctness. One woman from Leyte acknowledged a “clash 

of cultures” between imperial Manila and Visayan-Mindanaoan local 

The exclusion of “others” is an inevitable condition needed in order for 

nationalism to construct a “moral we.” Compared with Aquino’s discourses, 

which tended to exclude many of the poor who did not conform to the civic 

moral frame, Duterte’s social bandit-like moral discourses seem to be more 

inclusive, successfully transcending class divisions. It was a big surprise 

when educated professionals, peasants, and slum dwellers all joyfully 

to a broadly shared frustration with the existing system, which was corrupt 

discipline was constructed at the cost of a very harsh and violent exclusion 

of “criminals” as “immoral others.” 

The issue of widespread drug use and its related problems had remained 

what Curato (2016) refers to as “latent anxiety” in many parts of the 



and dealers were constructed as “immoral others” to be eliminated for the 

sake of the development of “our” nation. 

Despite the huge number of victims, the “war on drugs” remains 

popular. Considering that the majority of the victims are poor, it is 

are more prone to being victimized, not only by the war on drugs but 

also by various drug-related problems in their families and communities.  

The drug war, in other words, could save the “moral ones” from poor 

communities from its “dangerous” counterparts.

The second reason is that the poor have been increasingly divided 

into “probationary citizens worth being saved” or “worthless and helpless 

poor,” which legitimized the latter’s execution. Such narratives among 

for the progress of the nation. I will report to the police even my family 

I want to argue that these two categories were paradoxically promoted by 

morality-based anti-poverty programs, through which the state and NGOs 

(non-government organizations) aim to reduce poverty by educating, 

disciplining, and incorporating the poor in a “moral citizenry.” 

A typical example of such programs is the conditional cash transfer 

from the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. The Aquino 

to-be and mothers with children up to age 14 living in impoverished 

ineligible due to the implicit assumption that they may squander the cash 

on vices such as liquor and gambling. Social workers provide the women 

with family development sessions on topics such as regular pre-natal 

check-ups, public hygiene, and responsible parenthood while monitoring 



whether the parents send their children to school every day and have quit 

vices such as bingo (gambling). On the condition that they conform to these 

moral requirements, they receive a monthly Health and Nutrition Grant of 

Koki Seki (2015) points out that these amounts are actually too small 

to enable the poor to extricate themselves from poverty. The real purpose 

of providing cash is more of an “investment in human capital.” It intends to 

empower the poor so that they become “moral citizens” who responsibly 

achieve better education and good health for their children, which would 

break the intergenerational cycle of poverty. While the program has 

a positive purpose and many of the poor appreciate cash, Seki argues 

that this is a form of neoliberal governance that molds people’s desires, 

hopes, and beliefs by subjecting, monitoring, evaluating, and controlling 

them as “responsible, free entities.” He demonstrates how some of them 

lifestyle as immoral, and seek to correct it in exchange for money. This 

indicates that this program cannot always transform everyone into “moral 

citizens,” thus creating a moral division among the poor. 

Similar characteristics can be found in the Responsible Parenthood 

and Reproductive Health Act of 2012 (RH Law). The initiative for this 

legislation was taken by civil society organizations, which observed that 

the country’s high population increase rate impeded economic and poverty 

reduction. They initially discussed economic reasons to support family 

planning, saying that poor women usually have unplanned pregnancies 

and consequently many children without adequate education. This results 

in a poor population that requires higher outlays for public education and 

health services, imposing a tremendous burden on taxpayers (see Pernia et 

al. 2012). Faced with the Catholic Church’s strong opposition, however, 

the women’s movement shifted their framing from family planning to 

the right to respect their bodies and a “real freedom of choice” to determine 

the size of their families is the key to solving the problem of poverty 

(Bag-ao 2012). The RH Law provides poor women a priority in receiving 

not only health care services and contraceptives but “values formation” 

education that addresses moral issues such as underage pregnancy, the 



rights of women and children, codes of responsible underage conduct, 

and responsible parenthood. 

These morality-based anti-poverty programs publicly aim to empower 

women, but the state and civil society leaders secretly assume that the 

drinking, smoking, and the irresponsible producing of many children. 

Therefore, they attempt to discipline poor women and transform them 

into moral agents who will uplift the children and husbands in their 

households. 

It seems that these moral interventions had two unintended outcomes. 

First, they increased poor women’s burden and bypassed the patriarchal 

authority in households. This trend was strengthened by men’s regular 

that encourages women to become entrepreneurs. These changes in gender 

relations and moral initiatives in households seemed to have formed 

abnormalities in the nation’s children. Second, the tacit assumption of 

moral interventions that attributes poverty to the immorality of the poor 

also contributed to ostracizing the poor who do not adhere to such civic 

morality as “undeserving of rescue” and “beyond redemption” even in 

the poor communities.

The poor could be either saved or threatened by the war on drugs 

as “good poor” or “bad poor.” Albuera, Leyte is an ideal case in which 

locals believe they were saved by Duterte’s violence. 

Albuera, which I have visited annually since 1999 through NGO 

activities, became a critical area around 2010 when Kerwin Espinosa, 

establish his own business (see Mayol, Napallacan, and Semilla 2016). 

easily penetrated the community in which job opportunities were scarce, 



joke, “people began living on shabu [crystal meth] instead of rice.” Users 

openly took drugs on street corners. Those who sought money for drugs 

them small amounts of drugs. All shops were closed by 5 p.m., and people 

rarely walked the streets at night amid the atmosphere of insecurity.

respondents report Kerwin deploying armed men who always appeared 

to be “high” on drugs. According to the police, they committed at least 

money, but several ordinary people were also killed. In 2014, a state 

university school bus driver who overtook Kerwin’s car was shot in the 

presence of students (Jimenea 2014). A local who lived near the area was 

Kerwin set up a checkpoint at the entrance of the barangay he lived in. 

Whenever people unknown to them visited the barangay, his armed men 

would accompany the visitors to their destination from the checkpoint. 

An ice cream vendor was killed for being mistaken as a spy.

When Kerwin’s father Rolando “Onik” Espinosa ran for the position 

and recruited local leaders, including those who were working for the 

harassed, and one man, a newly-elected municipal councilor, was killed. 

corruption was threatened with death by the armed men. The teacher’s 

brother, a retired policeman inspired by Duterte to stand against another 

corruption case of the municipality, was shot to death, and his family and 

It was a fatal miscalculation for the Espinosas when Duterte won 

the presidency. They did not stop their business, perhaps because of 

For the victims, Jovie Espenido, the new Albuera Police Chief assigned 

by the Duterte administration, was a real savior. Previous police chiefs, 



receiving money from Kerwin, turned a blind eye to the violence, but 

Espenido was determined to normalize the situation. The families 

of victims spoke of how the police chief and his men protected them 

24 hours a day from persistent harassment by the armed men. Under 

Espenido’s initiative, the police gradually gained the people’s trust by 

frequently patrolling the area and by implementing rigid policies such 

as banning motorbike-riding without helmets. They even settled disputes 

police could arrest them. People recalled how Espenido went into fasting 

and prayer for a week before a raid was conducted on Kerwin’s house, 

during which six of Kerwin’s men died.  

Duterte warned the Espinosas to surrender within 24 hours on 

August 1, 2016. While Kerwin was at large, the elder Espinosa 

the existence of a drug network. However, he was killed on November 

5 while in jail by the Criminal Investigation and Detection Group of 

of the late dictator Ferdinand Marcos’s family, who are allied with 

Duterte, allegedly received protection money from Kerwin and was 

suspended, but was soon pardoned by the president. Meanwhile, the 

younger Espinosa was arrested in Dubai, and Ormoc Mayor Richard 

Gomez insisted that Espenido was also part of the drug network and 

was transferred to Ozamiz City reportedly against his will. 

Locals appreciated how Espenido and Duterte liberated them from 

felt relieved, now being able to quit drugs and return to their normal 

lives. A brother of the murdered men remarked, “People in Manila talk 

about human rights to criticize Duterte but they never understand that it 

was him who gave us human rights. Good citizens like us are not afraid 

More common cases in the war on drugs take the form of silencing 

or extortion of drug-related persons by the police. Many policemen were 

previously involved in the illegal business, receiving protection money 



policemen who “accidentally” kill individuals in their operations, which 

has given corrupt policemen opportunities to exploit. They intimidate 

their illegal connections would not be exposed. After Duterte declared 

the war on drugs, (ex-)drug users and dealers have felt the real threat 

of being silenced by these policemen because of the information they 

possess. They recognize the mechanism behind the extra-judicial killings 

reported in the news day to day. 

These people’s experiences can be illustrated by my friends who 

had drug-taking habits in Pechayan. When I returned to the informal 

settlement three months before the 2016 elections, I was surprised to 

liked his small-town speaking style, which was similar to the way they 

themselves spoke, and his unique personality, which enabled him to tell 

various funny jokes. I asked Boboy, one of these friends of mine, “Are 

you serious? You may be killed,” but he replied, “Surely not. If Duterte 

gets elected, everything will be free.” I could not understand what he 

meant, but a few more conversations with him made me realize that he 

had wanted change in his life, and had failed to achieve this because of 

his friendship with other regular drug users. He believed that Duterte’s 

discipline would emancipate him from this vice.

The discourses of “discipline to be free” are not unique to Boboy and 

the community. People in Davao do not fail to mention how Duterte’s 

rigid discipline changed the city and its people. A migrant from Manila 

Manila people who drive crazily. This is not a human rights violation but 

civilization. Discipline and regulation make people’s minds free” (Jess, 

“Before I came to Davao, I use to smoke one pack a day but now it 

craving for cigarettes but it does not bother me anymore. I am thinking 

about quitting smoking this year. This is the discipline of Duterte” (Alex, 



For the ex-drug users and dealers in Manila, however, the outcomes 

described. When I revisited Boboy after the election in August, he had 

not only because the police ordered them to but also because he trusted 

that Duterte would protect him. However, things did not work out as 

without previous contact with the locals, started strict patrolling of 

listed houses, dressed in plain clothes at night. One night, when Boboy 

returned home, he found his wife and children crying because the police 

had frightened them. The practice of visiting listed houses is formally 

referred to as “oplan tokhang,” a word combining knocking (toktok) 

and pleading (hangyo), but locals have dubbed it “oplan katok,” a play 

on words as katok means both knocking and chapping. One morning, 

Boboy and his neighbors found the dead body of an unknown man 

with gunshot wounds. 

Boboy and other ex-drug users and dealers have complained that it 

was unjust for even those who have surrendered to be killed. Knowing 

so many policemen who had previously been engaged in the illegal 

business, their fear of being silenced was so real that some have already 

encourage himself and alleviate the sense of fear, he repeated his mantra of 

“magbago na ako” (I will change), which reminds the Catholic narrative 

on the confession of sin and rebirth, and Duterte’s slogan of “pagbabago” 

(change). Boboy’s wife, despite being harassed by the police, expressed her 

thanks to Duterte with tears, because her husband abandoned his vice and 

became more hardworking. Duterte’s patriarchal discipline and the war on 

drugs seem to have activated many drug users’ hopes to change their lives 

from being “bad” to “good.” Yet no one knows if their hopes are coming 

true or are being blatantly shattered by violence.   

Duterte and other strongmen in the world have appeared as attractive 

alternatives for those who have been disillusioned by conventional liberal 



democratic politics. Behind their rise, there is a global predicament of 

democracy under neoliberalism. Neoliberalism may promote economic 

growth, but it does not guarantee the improvement of public services 

resolves the discontent of the people, nor prevents corruption, as 

actors. The predicament of democracy is followed by the moralization 

neither inclusive redistribution nor strong state intervention to address 

accumulated inequality and frustration, ambitious political leaders 

increasingly exploit moral antagonistic discourses that emphasize threats 

must be corrected or eliminated. 

In the Philippines, pro-poor moral discourses were once hegemonic, 

but have been replaced by moral discourses of nationalism that emphasize 

unify of the people, concealing class divisions since 2010. Such moral 

nationalism, in the process of constructing a “moral we,” inevitably 

creates “immoral others.” Aquino’s civic moral discourses not only 

antagonized corrupt politicians but also regarded the poor as “immoral 

others” who must be morally uplifted to become “good citizens” through 

do not conform to the moral requirements as an “undeserving poor” 

that were beyond redemption. Duterte’s nationalism seems to be more 

inclusive, appreciating “uncivic” culture and people, but constructing a 

“moral we” at the cost of executing criminalized “immoral others.” 

Duterte’s extra-judicial violence has been largely accepted as “tough 

love” because his legitimacy is rooted not in adherence to the law but in the 

persisting social bandit-like morality that revolves around the compassion 

and violence of a local patriarchal strongman, who maintains social order 

outside of the state. That Duterte grabbed the highest position of the state 

must be a radical contradiction, akin to a bandit changing his source of 

and informal order, the state implements a rigid, impersonal, written, 

two can be compatible, as Agamben (2005) argues that modern states 



can discretionally stop the application of the law in an alleged crisis. In 

this sense, Duterte may simply be fully utilizing the hidden power of the 

modern state. 

Yet, the contradictory combination still entails risks to Duterte’s 

politics itself. First, his moral approach, which reduces the root of 

complicated issues to “drug criminals,” proves to be a false remedy 

in many cases. Second, while supporters expect Duterte to establish a 

bypass state institutions, which further weaken the state. In Davao, when 

he was mayor, he could create institutions and surround himself with 

pre-established institutions and many ambitious rivals. Third, as state 

institutions remain weak, his “tough love” could be implemented in very 

distorted ways at the street level, creating a sense of betrayal among those 

who once trusted him. Finally, without legitimacy from due process, 

if his social bandit-like morality is felt to be untrue, his tenure will be 

critical. In sum, Duterte’s national politics can be fragile not because of 

the violation of liberal democratic principles, but because of the failed 

promise of a bandit.
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