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ABSTRACT 
 

The study argues that the democratic pillars of independent media, 
human rights and nationalism are largely disfigured in and through 
communication. As an intervention in the scholarship on communication 
and populism, authoritarian populism (AP) is understood as a political 
communication style that articulates the us-versus-them divide to amass 
a popular and nationalist appeal. The methodological approach is 
inspired by interpretation and criticism, and supported by frame 
analysis, interview and secondary analysis. Using the concept of media 
populism, the mediated narratives of news editorials, human rights and 
nationalism are interrogated to examine the communicative might of AP. 
First, the editorial frames that the dominant news media outlets deploy 
when dealing with Duterte are uncovered. They exhibit how the media 
can enable, nurture and counter populism. Second, the anti-human 
rights agenda of populism is fueled by the discourses of strongman and 
fake news. It shows the ways in which the democratic consensus on 
human rights is delegitimized by sustained attack. And third, the 
inclusive vision of nationalism is reformatted through the manufacture 
of exclusionary nationalism. It probes the role of patronage, hate and 
mediatized masses in targeting group identities. Arguing against an 
ahistorical perspective on AP, the study contends that Philippine media, 
human rights and nationalism were deeply compromised long before 
Duterte exploded on the national stage. The leader harnessed these 
flaws and turned them into a particular style of authoritarian-populist 
politics. The study contributes to a more historical conception of AP and 
suggests that patronage, postcolonial politicking and institutional 
property of media are pivotal in deconstructing the populist playbook. 
While these factors appear underrated in the dominant literature, the 
Philippine experience propounds how populism is perpetuated by 
established blocs of patronage power, postcolonial sentiment and 
political-economy climate of media. The implications of AP to 
mediatization of politics are considered. 
 
Keywords: authoritarian populism, media populism, human rights, 

nationalism, Philippines, Duterte 
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CHAPTER 1. THE CONSTITUTION OF THE PRESENT 

 

Rodrigo Duterte once envisioned a drug-free Philippines. Driven by his 

rage against the corrupt political elites of drug-infested and crime-ridden 

Manila, he decided to venture into national politics. His campaign 

agenda was clear: an anti-drug, anti-criminal, anti-corrupt nation. 

Political and media pundits with their flamboyant rhetoric did not 

seriously bother to talk about him. Not until they witnessed the leader 

curse in public and raise a pseudo-socialist clenched fist to mark his 

oneness with the abject masses. And not until he started leading the 

presidential polls.  

One major factor that made Duterte a political phenomenon is that 

he was able to ride on the popular anti-elite sentiment of the electorate. 

The beguiling oratory and prophetic expletives he unleashed against the 

powers that be were marked by passion and fury which fueled the 

emotion of the ordinary, and not unexpectedly earned the ire of his 

rivals. The evocative appeal that the leader built started to command his 

diehard support base which in turn constructed the very core of his 

populism – the people.  

Populism operates as a political tactic of naming ‘the people’ 

(Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Wodak, 2015). It is a belief in a society that is 

ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic camps and 

which holds that politics should be an expression of the will of the people 

(Mudde, 2004). Populism rejects the existing political consensus on 

nationalism and human rights and usually combines laissez-faire 
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liberalism and anti-elitism: “It is considered populism because of its 

appeal to the ‘common man/woman’ as opposed to the elites” (Wodak, 

2015, p. 7). As a political trope, it is consciously manufactured through 

various means like public speeches and diatribes and in different 

platforms like elections and media. In elections, political actors through 

their strongman rhetoric aim to shake up the long-established order of 

things as a way of disrupting the mainstream politics-as-usual (Norris & 

Inglehart, 2019). In the media, the populists capitalize on the circulatory 

power of networked communications and social media to project a 

relatable image to the public (Dean, 2017). Once in power, they 

endeavor to muster the three populist techniques for governing, namely, 

colonize or occupy the State, engage in mass clientelism or “the 

exchange of material and immaterial favors by elites for mass political 

support” (Muller, 2016, p. 46), and implement discriminatory legalism 

where perceived opponents are stridently labelled as enemy of the 

people, upholding the view that “for my friends, everything; for my 

enemies, the law” (p. 46). But also, populists intensify their vicious 

flirtations with human rights and nationalism. Populism that is shaped 

no less by xenophobia, misogynism and explicit antagonism counters 

the very notion of human rights (Alston, 2017b). The populist nationalist 

agenda, on the other hand, is anchored on the logic of binarism which 

serve as the plot used to mobilize a reductionist version of the people 

(Zizek, 2006). Here, the populists evoke and invoke the accursed past 

and assume the role of oral tribune to draw followings (San Juan, Jr., 

2016). 
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In this study, populism is viewed as a communication phenomenon 

that hinges on the communicative and mediated acts of naming ‘the 

people’ and ‘the other’ (to be elaborated in section 1.4). The ways in 

which populism is embedded in and amplified by media are 

problematized to ascertain the context-specific nature of media 

populism (expounded in section 1.5). It is pertinent to interrogate the 

concept of media populism as it helps uncover the strategic acts 

performed by news media in its dealings with populist agenda. More 

crucial, it allows us to revisit the democratic and antidemocratic 

tendencies of the Fourth Estate at this populist juncture. Through the 

lens of communication, the interface of populist rhetoric and 

authoritarian traits is investigated. The marriage of authoritarianism and 

populism is positioned within the realm of Philippine mainstream politics. 

Authoritarian populism (hereinafter AP) is minimally conceptualized as 

a political communication style that amasses a popular and nationalist 

appeal through the articulation of the binary metaphor us-versus-them. 

This study aims to contribute to the literature on communication 

and populism by highlighting the role of media in aiding and 

deconstructing AP. The concept of media populism is used to 

characterize the nuanced representations of human rights and 

nationalism under populism. In particular, it will show how the political 

positions of news media toward populism are expressed through 

editorial frames. Since human rights and nationalism are two popular 

facades of populist politics (Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Wodak, 2015), this 

inquiry will identify the discourses and factors that impact the landscape 
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of nationalism and human rights in the Philippines. These factors will 

help explain why and how the fundamentals, norms and trajectories of 

media, nationalism and human rights are eroded by the communicative 

might of AP.  

Democracies protect themselves from fascistic tendencies by 

installing institutional safeguards such as independent courts and 

opposition parties. The study focuses on another set of factors that can 

protect democracies against despotism: free and independent media, 

popular support for human rights, and inclusive vision of nationalism. 

Until recently, it was widely assumed that these were strengths of 

Philippine democracy. The study investigates how AP has been 

cultivated in the country despite the apparent traditions of free media 

and human rights movements and inclusive nationalism. These pillars 

of democracy were never as strong as optimists assumed. It will 

demonstrate how Duterte and other political actors exploited AP-

compatible features of traditional and social media, attacked human 

rights, and recast nationalism in exclusionary, us-versus-them terms. 

The study holds that AP disfigures the democratic features of 

media, human rights and nationalism by capitalizing on the institutional 

and stylistic elements of media and reformatting the consensus on 

human rights and nationalism. The ways the media magnifies and 

counters the populist agenda of human rights and nationalism are 

problematized. Despite the country’s democratic tradition of liberation 

and nationalist struggles, this inquiry examines why so-called 

unorthodox leaders who espouse the authoritarian playbook continue to 
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gain momentum in mainstream politics. While authoritarian populists 

rely on democratic measures like elections to gain legitimacy, this 

inquiry seeks to unpack the factors that contribute to the antidemocratic 

disfigurement of media, human rights and nationalism. Although the 

literature highlights many reasons for the rise of authoritarian-populists 

especially economic discontent, the study will inquire into the popular 

discourses that fuel the political success of AP in and through 

communication: 

 

1. How is nationalism reformatted, away from an inclusive vision and 

toward a more intolerant and exclusionary us-versus-them form? By 

looking at the narratives of patronage, hate and mediatized masses, the 

study will demonstrate how exclusionary nationalism is manufactured 

against group and political identities.  

2. How is the notion of human rights delegitimized by sustained attack? 

To show how rights are disfigured, the discourses of strongman and 

fake news are examined to illustrate the anti-human rights agenda of 

AP. 

3. How does the media, as a key democratic institution, address an 

authoritarian-populist administration? Through an analysis of editorials, 

the media frames used to enable, nurture and deconstruct the populist 

agenda are presented. 

 

The testing ground of AP is Philippine mainstream politics. The subject 

of analysis is the presidential administration which focuses on Rodrigo 
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Duterte (2016 to present), but from time to time will draw from political 

experiences under Ferdinand Marcos Sr. (1965 to 1986), Corazon 

Cojuangco Aquino (1986 to 1992), Joseph Ejercito Estrada (1998 to 

2001), Gloria Macapagal Arroyo (2001 to 2010) and Benigno Cojuangco 

Aquino III (2010 to 2016). 

The historical context is important. Much of the hand-wringing over 

authoritarian populists such as Donald Trump and Jair Bolsonaro 

implies that these leaders appeared from out of the blue, introducing 

alien viruses into the body politic. The present study rejects such 

ahistorical perspectives. It will show that Philippine nationalism, human 

rights and media were deeply compromised long before Duterte 

exploded on the national stage. He did not introduce these flaws, but 

harnessed and consolidated them into a particular style of politics. By 

tracing these developments, this study contributes to a more historical 

understanding of the rise of authoritarian populism. 

 

1.1. The communicative appeal of authoritarian populism 

Authoritarian-populist politics builds on the exclusionary politics of hate 

and fear (see George, 2016 on politics of hate; Wodak, 2015 on politics 

of fear). What remains unclear these days is the extent, contexts and 

prospects of AP. With the apparent continued public support for 

authoritarian-populist leaders, or what in the West is predominantly 

regarded as right-wing populist formations, there remains a strong need 

to study the styles, techniques, machineries, and contexts of AP.  
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The era of Duterte provides an opportunity to reimagine the forces 

and conditions that breed AP. There is a need to interrogate the 

communicative prowess of rhetoric utilized in politicking and get a sense 

of why it appears sympathetic among some segments of the public. The 

beguiling pronouncements that go along with ferocious acts call for 

serious deconstruction. Often than not, it is through these 

pronouncements that the supposed spirit of nationalism takes shape. 

But the alarming fact at the current juncture is the seeming disconnect 

between rhetoric and inclusive, pro-people agenda. For example, 

Duterte’s postcolonial sentiment during the campaign, no matter how 

legitimate or contentious they may be, appeared stage-managed yet 

unrealistically reflected in his State policy. To this end, it is essential to 

get a holistic context of sentiments and traits exhibited by the political 

leader. What are the situations that trigger the deployment of strongman 

rhetoric? What is the story behind this show of rhetorical force? And how 

is the leader’s populism compared with past Philippine experiences? 

These are but few problems that can help get a glimpse of the trajectory 

of AP.  

 

1.1.1. From not so local politics 

Duterte and his family have been in politics since the dictatorial rule of 

Marcos. His father served as governor of then unified Davao Province, 

Mindanao in southern Philippines and as cabinet member of Marcos 

from the late 1950s to mid-1960s (CNN, 2019). His mother, in contrast, 

led an anti-Marcos movement in Davao known as the Yellow Friday 
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Movement in the 1980s. The leader was known to many as “the 

governor’s son” (Paddock, 2017) – a label which propels his confidence 

in admitting that he is a womanizer. Some tend to romanticize his status 

as a “political outsider,” being a Mindanao, South-based politician who 

embraces crass rhetoric (Jennings, 2019). This observation is a short-

sighted reading based merely on his geographical base and style of 

talking. He was, for more than 20 years, mayor of Davao City, a site of 

endemic violence that left a lasting imprint on the leader’s political 

persona which set him apart from his predecessors (McCoy, 2017). He 

was once a member of the House of Representatives, the country’s 

Lower House of Congress, that shelters some of the country’s elites. 

 

 
 

Photo 1. Duterte poses with a submachine gun as mayor of Davao in 
the mid-1990s (Reuters, 2016). 

 

Duterte gained national prominence due to his so-called 

machismo approach to criminality. After more than two decades, he was 
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able to shift the image of Davao from being the murder capital of the 

Philippines to one of the safest in the region. But despite the presumed 

success story of his anti-criminality campaign, the city was ranked fourth 

nationwide with the highest recorded number of index crimes or serious 

crimes that include murder, physical injury, homicide, robbery, theft and 

rape from 2010-2015 (Vera Files, 2017). 

Duterte’s children, consistent with the national political landscape, 

are active in local and national politics. His daughter, Sara, is the 

incumbent mayor while his son, Paolo, was vice-mayor of Davao City. 

Sara served as campaign manager of Hugpong ng Pagbabago (Faction 

for Change), a national political alliance formed in 2018 that endorsed a 

set of senatorial candidates for the May 2019 midterm elections. In this 

recently concluded electoral exercise, Sara was re-elected mayor of 

Davao City, Paolo won as first district representative and, Sebastian, 

the youngest son, as vice-mayor. Two of Duterte’s closest allies, former 

Special Assistant Bong Go and former Philippine National Police (PNP) 

Chief Ronald dela Rosa, won the 3rd and 5th spots in the Senate, 

respectively. 

 

1.1.2. Elections: The battleground for populist power 

Philippine elections are generally marred by vote-buying, violence and 

dynastic politics (Tuazon, 2012). To win an elected national position, the 

political wannabees know how necessary it is to get the backing of the 

elites including the local political clans, businessmen and media moguls, 

the Catholic Church and other mainstream Christian sects, and foreign 
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interest groups particularly those backed by the US. The picture of the 

2016 presidential elections was not far from this reality. 

Duterte won the presidency with 39% of the 42.5 million votes, 

while his rivals Manuel Araneta Roxas got 23.4%, Mary Grace Poe-

Llamanzares 21.4%, Jejomar Binay 12.7%, Miriam Defensor Santiago 

3.4%, and Roy Señeres, the candidate who withdrew from the race, 

0.1% (Rappler, 2016a). He was the only presidential candidate with 

consistent and striking yet familiar campaign promises: anti-illegal 

drugs, anti-criminality and anti-corruption. It was striking in ways the 

leader talked about these platforms in public, that is, with rage and 

nationalist posturing. He kept on drawing from his own experiences as 

mayor of Davao where he trimmed down crimes such as theft and illegal 

drugs – though with a price of being identified with Davao Death Squad, 

a vigilante group that slaughtered thousands of alleged petty criminals 

including children and women (Human Rights Watch, 2009). The 

aggressive character of his campaign is best captured at the first 

presidential debate where the leader promised to address drugs, 

criminality and corruption in three to six months:  

 
I am here because there is so much criminality. Drugs are flooding 
the country. We’ve been calling the attention of the National 
Government, and there is so much corruption in government. I 
propose that if I am President, I will get rid of criminality, drugs, and 
corruption. Just give me three to six months and I will do it for you. 
I will deliver. Again, I said we cannot go for economic growth unless 
we start with government. For as long as there are incompetent 
and corrupt officials in our government, we would never reach our 
goal of a happy family. And so I say that I stand here and you might 
consider what I’ve told you this afternoon. Thank you. (Inquirer, 
2016a) 
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He in fact made a clearer connection between drugs, criminality and 

corruption and asserted how the “flooding of drugs” is instilling fear in 

the government. He incessantly avowed that the suppression of crimes, 

drugs and corruption will secure the welfare of current and future 

generations. At the second presidentiable debate, Duterte foretold that: 

 
in this country there is trouble everywhere, there’s corruption, 
there’s criminality and the flooding of drugs which is really instilling 
fear in us in the government…I have to provide security for the 
present generation, and the coming generation would take us into 
I don’t know where but they would be now in command of society. 
We protect the children, we have to end crime, and I said drugs 
must be suppressed and I will…I can tell you now that I will provide 
leadership, not only the platforms. (Inquirer, 2016c) 
 

 
The leader’s apparent unorthodoxy in the context of Filipino culture is 

indicated by his supposed tough-talking but down-to-earth style of 

communicating with the public, someone who can be relied on as a 

neighbor and one who will not take advantage of other’s naivete: 

 
In contrast to traditional politicians, or even to mainstream 
politicians in the developed societies of North America and 
Western Europe, he (Duterte) is seen as frank and sincere, 
straight-talking, and tough if needed. In other words, he is what one 
sees and not what he wishes one to believe, and this makes him 
enough of an unconventional and an unorthodox political 
personality because this is regarded as honesty but above all, 
integrity. (Bauzon in San Juan, Jr., 2016) 
 

 
But criticisms started mounting up prior to elections proper. A few 

months before May 2016 when he was already leading the polls, Duterte 

was under fire for joking about the rape and murder of an Australian 

missionary in Davao where he was mayor in 1989. He narrated in a 

public campaign rally that “I was angry she was raped, yes that was one 
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thing. But she was so beautiful, I think the mayor should have been first. 

What a waste” (Hunt, 2016). To his defense, he claimed that it was a 

mere expression of anger. He admitted to his guilt of cursing but 

countered criticisms on the basis of his way of expressing frustrations. 

Without saying a thing about his remarks on rape and murder, Duterte 

at the third presidential debate introduced himself as someone who has 

a lot of promising plans for the country, not to mention his main crusade 

against drugs: 

 
I am presenting myself as a candidate for the Presidency. You have 
seen me in public, how I behave and you have heard my blunders 
of words…and, you know, we have our faults. I have many in my 
life. But one thing I can assure you, as I have done before and 
which I am up to, I said, if you just listen to my epithets, my curses 
and my, you know, bad words, look at my back, for you’ll see there 
the Filipino on bended knees; hungry and very mad at this country 
for doing nothing. I would like to correct certain injustices in this 
government. But I can assure you that it will be a clean government 
and you will have a peaceful country and of course I said, drugs, 
which is my main target, I hope to suppress them to the end. All 
that I can say is I have many plans. (Inquirer, 2016d) 
 

Duterte emerged with a strongman brand of populism through the 

2016 elections, contrary to Cojuangco Aquino’s elite populism (Bello, 

1986) and Estrada’s lumpen populism (San Juan, Jr., 2009). The 

electoral exercise culminated in the extensive use of social media as a 

weapon of politicking, a factor that boosted the leader’s bellicose 

posture. Observers noted how his supporters waged a persistent 

disinformation campaign through patriotic trolling to silence and 

intimidate critics on social media (Ressa, 2016a). While some, including 

Facebook’s director for global elections, described the Philippines as a 
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patient zero given the massive weaponization of digital platforms in 

elections (Silverman, 2019).  

The traditional and social media platforms of campaigning painted 

Duterte as an outsider, anti-elite and experienced political candidate. As 

an outsider, he was the only candidate, and eventually victor, who hailed 

from Mindanao, the least represented and most economically 

depressed region in the country. As an anti-elite, he was the first ever 

candidate to publicly revile the powers that be particularly the 

untouchable hierarchy of the Catholic Church and the country’s 

formidable ally the US. He was seen as an experienced political leader 

considering his and his family’s involvement in local politics in Davao for 

decades. His ostentatious yet repulsive rhetoric differentiated him from 

his presidential contenders. 

Of his rivals, Roxas was considered the most elitist traditional 

politician, or what is negatively regarded in Philippine politics as trapo 

or someone who succumbs to patronage politics to win in elections, and 

most incompetent candidate. He is the grandson of former Philippine 

President Manuel Roxas, a staunch US ally in the 1940s. Binay, the 

former vice-president of Aquino III and mayor for over two decades of 

the country’s financial district Makati City, was tarnished with graft and 

corruption. Poe meanwhile was accused of being an inexperienced 

candidate. Her popularity ratings skyrocketed before the 2016 elections 

which prompted no less than Aquino III to seek her support to run as 

vice-president of Roxas under the Liberal Party which Poe declined. She 

is the daughter of Fernando Poe Jr., a National Artist awardee and an 
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action movie star icon. And, Santiago, a former senator, was regarded 

as an intellectual and had a charisma among the middle-class youth due 

to her witty jokes about relationships and politics on social media. One 

questionable move that she made was her choice of vice-presidential 

candidate, Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos Jr., son of the dictator. 

Months after the elections, she passed away of lung cancer. 

 

1.1.3. Change, anti-elitism and postcolonial politicking 

“Change is coming” was the battle cry of Duterte during the campaign. 

While “change” has been the slogan of Filipino politicians since time 

immemorial, his version was unparalleled as it exemplifies anti-elite 

sentiment and postcolonial brand of politicking. For him, the elites are 

the traditional political oligarchs who inflict injustices on poor rural 

citizens. His postcolonial politics, on the other hand, was actuated by 

his anti-West, anti-US views. For Duterte, the country as an independent 

and sovereign nation must be free from foreign intervention and colonial 

way of life then effectuated by the US and Spain. He holds the idea that 

genuine nationalism is only achieved through a Filipino-first vision. But 

as this vision would later reveal, such postcolonial politics is aimed not 

at rethinking or reclaiming the oppressed narrative of the country, but at 

homogenizing the political opposition as pro-West, bogus nationalists. 

In May 2016, the leader made fun of the leader of the untouchable 

Catholic hierarchy when he found out that the Pope’s visit was causing 

traffic jam:  
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We were affected by the traffic. It took us five hours. I asked why, 
they said it was closed. I asked who is coming. They answered, the 
Pope. I wanted to call him: ‘Pope, son of a whore, go home. Do not 
visit us again’. (BBC, 2016) 
 

 
Another elite power that did not escape his enmity was then US 

President Obama. The two were scheduled to meet in September 2016. 

But when Duterte found out that the US State Department was mouthing 

his human rights record and that Obama might enquire on this ground, 

he warned: 

 
I am a president of a sovereign state and we have long ceased to 
be a colony. I do not have any master except the Filipino 
people…You (referring to Obama during a news conference) must 
be respectful. Do not just throw away questions and statement. Son 
of a whore, I will curse you in that forum. The campaign against 
drugs will continue. (CGTN America, 2016) 
 

 
Also in September, the European Union (EU) condemned Duterte’s war 

on drugs which by then killed more than 3,000 mostly urban poor. He 

fired back describing former colonial powers like France and Britain as 

“hypocritical” that had the gall to condemn him despite their colonial 

ancestors killing “thousands of Arabs” (BBC, 2016). In another incident, 

the leader responded to EU’s condemnation in his speech at a 

Philippine military event: “Hanggang ngayon, doon sa EU, ‘He (the EU 

referring to Duterte) is known to issue warnings of killing criminals.’ Sabi 

ko, “Fuck you” (Until now, in the EU, they say, "He is known to issue 

warnings of killing criminals." I said, "Fuck you.") (Ranada, 2016). 
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1.1.4. Duterte and belligerent populist politics 

Populism and authoritarianism provide a conceptual rendering of 

Duterte as a multifaceted phenomenon. Curato (2016) used penal 

populism to explain the strong public support behind the leader. She 

posited that the leader’s popular public appeal can be partly explained 

through penal populism that is built on two political logics: the politics of 

anxiety and the politics of hope. The former deals with the language of 

fear, crisis and danger while the latter with the role of democratic agency 

and collective aspirations of the publics. In the context of disaster-

affected communities in Eastern Visayas, Central Philippines, the logics 

of anxiety and hope helped explain how the leader can successfully 

draw support from community members who are themselves threatened 

by illegal drugs and petty crimes: “Duterte’s anti-drug crusade 

recognised the public’s latent anxiety and politicised a normalised 

issue… Penal populism draws its discursive power from its capacity to 

attribute blame to both offenders and the political establishment that 

perpetuate shared anxieties” (Curato, 2016, p. 100). Duterte’s popular 

support in this regard is thus a product of “anxious, ambivalent, 

skeptical, denialist, and engaged citizens who find their voice – not all 

the time but occasionally – in a man who can lay bare their hidden 

injuries and sense of abandonment in the public sphere” (Curato, 2018, 

p. 213). The leader knows well how to speak of the anxieties of his 

supporters “who find themselves unable to escape from the endless 

demands of capital even as they seek security from those deemed to be 

their social enemies” (Rafael, 2019, p. 156). But as Curato warned, the 
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promises and appeal of populism have a shelf life: “As populist leaders 

transition from campaigning to governing, their alluring rhetoric runs up 

against its limits” (Curato, 2018, p. 214). 

As a vigilante president who personifies brutal populism, Coronel 

(2019) underlined how Duterte exploits his Davao playbook to erect 

muscular authority and authenticity. As mayor of Davao for 22 years, 

the author continued, he is used to pitting rival groups against each 

other, following a divide-and-conquer strategy. He ruled like a 

controlling patriarch by acting on mayor’s micro concerns which are 

crime, potholes and business permits. While the leader clearly disrupted 

the usual electoral politics in 2016 when he triumphed against the 

money and machines of more established political actors, some 

maintained that his presidency represents continuity, not change. As 

one observer put it: “Despite his novel campaign narrative, Duterte is in 

many ways a conventional Philippine politician” (Thompson, 2016b, p. 

224). The Davao playbook that Coronel used to chronicle the leader 

draws similarities with how Thompson referred to Sidel’s notion of 

bossism to describe his leadership style (Thompson, 2016a), while 

others attributed the voter’s confidence in him to an American truism “all 

politics is local” (Abinales, 2016). Given his monopoly on violence in 

Davao, Thompson observed, he has quickly usurped such coercive 

powers and local experiences at the national level (Thompson, 2016a). 

For Rafael, Duterte is a sovereign trickster “who seeks to dominate 

death while monopolizing laughter” (Rafael, 2019, p. 141). This means 

that “his punitive approach to governing includes telling jokes that 
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disarm his audiences, often reducing them to laughter, as he names and 

shames his critics” (p. 153). The leader’s sovereignty is epitomized by 

the notions of law and norms: “on the one hand, the power of taking 

exception to the former, deciding who will live and who will die; on the 

other hand, the freedom from the limits of the latter by way of dissipation, 

irresponsibility, and excess” (Rafael, 2019, p. 141). The killings of drug 

addicts, for example, are a form of public torture in which the addict’s 

corpse serves as a medium for conveying the power of the sovereign 

(Rafael, 2019). McCoy (2017) attributed Duterte’s rise to power not only 

to his manufacture of localized violence but also to his ability to 

consolidate international influence which appears underappreciated in 

global populism. In his work on resurgent nationalism, Teehankee 

(2016) suggested that the leader attempts to revive the anti-US 

nationalism of his youth by repudiating the liberal reformist, albeit elitist, 

narrative of Philippine presidential regimes from Aquino in 1986 to 

Aquino III in 2016. The author, consonant with other scholars 

(Thompson, 2016a), remarked that while his anti-US, pro-China stance 

is reshaping the country’s foreign policy, the administration’s economic 

position remains within the neoliberal orthodoxy and is unlikely to 

impose economic protectionism (Teehankee, 2016). But in his rather 

indulgent reading, Casiple (2016) declared the end of post-Marcos, 

elitist brand of democracy. The author surmised that the leader’s rise to 

power was marked by frustration and disappointment against elite 

democracy and proclaimed that “The Duterte victory signals a historic 
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shift in Philippine politics, towards a more inclusive democracy” 

(Casiple, 2016, p. 181). 

Some speak of the specter of neo-authoritarianism, creeping 

authoritarianism and fascism. Such observations are inspired primarily 

by sentiments like the supposed yearning for “discipline” following the 

Marcos legacy, but also, by Duterte’s neo-authoritarian campaign 

narrative which is best understood as a product of Aquino III’s failure to 

institutionalize systemic reforms (Thompson, 2016b). His brand of 

discipline only encouraged the public to go after drug addicts and take 

the law into their own hands. This, together with the leader’s 

condemnations of human rights workers and independent journalists, 

constitute a vigilante state (Thompson, 2016b). Aside from his open 

animosity against the media, Duterte and his allies’ attempts to 

immobilize the Supreme Court and the Commission on Human Rights 

(CHR), the unprecedented empowerment of the police and military, and 

the imposition of several limits on constitutional rights are indicative of 

what Teodoro (2017) alerted as a creeping authoritarian rule. By 

deliberately transforming the government media into mere purveyors of 

State propaganda, the leader is “targeting the press capacity to do its 

reportorial, explanatory and analytical duties in behalf of citizen 

enlightenment by slowly constricting its freedom” (Teodoro, 2017). Bello 

(2017) meanwhile insisted that Duterte fits the label of a fascist leader 

who (a) is charismatic with strong inclinations toward authoritarian rule, 

(b) has a heated multiclass mass base, (c) engages in or supports 

systemic violations of human rights, and (d) contradicts the fundamental 
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values of liberal democracy or social democracy. While Hitler or 

Mussolini’s fascism had clear ideological form, his has none and is in 

fact more of a discursive style of leadership (Bello in Schaffar, 2018). 

Duterte’s distinctive contribution to fascism, Bello (2017) explained, has 

to do with his political methodology of turning the Marcosian model of 

fascism around, that is, by first enacting impunity on a massive scale 

and then leaving rights violations and the grab for absolute power as 

mopping up operations, contra-Trump/American style of fascism which 

begins with the use of language, not with mass killings or violence 

(Giroux, 2019). However, Urbinati (2019) reminded that unlike fascism, 

populism does not suspend free and competitive elections and that its 

style and tenor are in fact derivative of elections. The author explicated 

that populism in power is an extreme majoritarianism, meaning that 

contra fascism, populism attempts to constitutionalize its particular 

majority by “dissociating its vision of the people from any pretense of 

impartiality, staging instead the identification of a part (the “good” part) 

of the population with the ruler representing it” (Urbinati, 2019, p. 119). 

In his work on populism and fascism, Finchelstein reiterated that 

populism as an authoritarian form of democracy emerged originally as 

a postwar reformulation of fascism: “After fascism… It became a fully 

fledged authoritarian political paradigm – namely, an influential way of 

dominating the state in the absence of fascist powers” (Finchelstein, 

2017, p. 99). While fascism’s clear aim was dictatorship and the 

abolition of the separation of powers and the rule of law, the author 

continued, modern populism has by far never destroyed democracy. 
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The historical complexity of the term, however, illustrates that it can 

undermine the rule of law while simultaneously increasing electoral 

participation, thus leading others to believe that it is an enhancement of 

democracy (Finchelstein, 2017). 

 

1.2. The political discourse of authoritarian populism 

The overarching premise indicates that AP as a political communication 

style is anchored on popular discourses that shape its power. These 

discourses within media, human rights and nationalism situate the 

contradictions involved in the struggle for popularity, consent and 

capital. Discourses, in this regard, are viewed as “a way of signifying a 

particular domain of social practice from a particular perspective” 

(Fairclough, 1995, p. 14 in Wodak, 2003, p. 135). Following Wodak, 

 
We assume a dialectical relationship between particular discursive 
practices and the specific fields of action (including situations, 
institutional frames and social structures), in which they are 
embedded. On the one hand, the situational, institutional and social 
settings shape and affect discourses, and on the other, discourses 
influence discursive as well as non-discursive social and political 
processes and actions. 
 
‘Discourse’ can thus be understood as a complex bundle of 
simultaneous and sequential interrelated linguistic acts, which 
manifest themselves within and across the social fields of action as 
thematically interrelated semiotic, oral or written tokens, very often 
as ‘texts’, that belong to specific semiotic types…The most salient 
feature of the definition of a ‘discourse’ is the macro-topic, like 
‘unemployment’…Each macro-topic allows for many sub-topics: 
‘Unemployment’ thus covers sub-topics like ‘market’, ‘trade 
unions’, ‘social welfare’…(Wodak, 2003, p. 135) 

 

The social fields of action or simply fields, as Wodak (2003) put it – 

which in this study deal with media, human rights and nationalism – are 
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independent yet interrelated with one another. On the one hand, they 

are independent as each has its own sets of rules in its own right. For 

example, the media aims to bank on popularity as a way to appeal to its 

audience while nationalism stirs collective groups to construct a political 

base. On the other hand, they are interrelated because they jointly 

reshape the direction of AP. Referring to the previous example, the 

political-nationalist base that accords the populist an elected position in 

the government can amplify the bravado of the leader by endorsing its 

nationalist agenda and followings. 

 

1.2.1. Key definitions of populism and authoritarianism  

AP merges populist rhetoric with authoritarian traits to consolidate 

consent and power. The marriage of authoritarianism and populism is 

not only a tactical move but likewise a discursive operation aimed at 

constructing popular consent (Hall, 1988; Hall & Jacques, 1983). In this 

introductory section, the minimal definitions of populism and 

authoritarianism are presented. A detailed discussion of these concepts 

and relevant key work are laid out in Chapter 2. 

Populism is a term that carries many different meanings. This 

study follows scholars who see populism as a rhetorical strategy (Norris 

& Inglehart, 2019; Wodak, 2015), particularly a rhetorical style of 

communications that claims that “(i) the only legitimate democratic 

authority flows directly from the people, and (ii) established power-

holders are deeply corrupt, and self-interested, betraying public trust” 

(Norris & Inglehart, 2019, p. 66). The components of populism based on 
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this definition are the people and the anti-establishment. The people is 

represented by popular sovereignty where ordinary citizens are 

considered the only genuine voice of democracy, while anti-

establishment acts as a challenge to the legitimate authority of 

established institutions like media (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Populism 

foregrounds the presumed charismatic and strongman image of the 

political leader and not necessarily its long-term agenda say resolving a 

structural crisis. It reflects “first-order principles about who should rule, 

claiming that legitimate power rests with ‘the people’ not the elites. It 

remains silent about second-order principles, concerning what should 

be done, what policies should be followed, what decisions should be 

made” (Norris & Inglehart, 2019, p. 4). As a thin-centered ideology, the 

term is compatible with recognized ideologies such as liberalism and 

capitalism (Mudde, 2004; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017). Other 

scholars explicate that populism, as one key hurdle to liberal 

democracy, is a kind of “democratic illiberalism” that harbors allegiance 

to democracy and endorses illiberal tactics (Pappas, 2016). To restate 

the definition offered by Mudde, populism sees society as “ultimately 

separated into two homogenous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure 

people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should 

be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people” 

(Mudde, 2004, p. 543). Complementing the two components of (1) the 

people serving as the core concept of populism and (2) the elite being 

the anti-thesis of the people, the general will represents the appeal of 

the leader to common sense and special interests of the people (Mudde 
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& Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017). Another key work is put forth by Wodak 

who specifically refers to right-wing populism as “a political ideology that 

rejects existing political consensus and usually combines laissez-faire 

liberalism and anti-elitism. It is considered populism because of its 

appeal to the ‘common man/woman’ as opposed to the elites” (Wodak, 

2015, p. 7). 

Authoritarianism, on the other hand, deals with traits, values and 

policies espoused by the political leader (Adorno et al., 1950; Fuchs, 

2018a, 2018b; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). The authoritarian 

antidemocratic personality, to echo what the Frankfurt School referred 

to in the 1950s (Adorno et al., 1950), is usually reflected in the 

strongman pronouncements of the leader. Contextualized within the 

contemporary era of right-wing populist politics, authoritarianism 

adheres to hierarchic social structures that is dominated by the 

leadership principle where “Leadership is applied as a principle of 

totality that has no respect for individuality in the organisation of the 

political system, the capitalist economy, the army, the family and the 

cultural organisation” (Fuchs, 2018a, p. 6). Authoritarianism works as a 

cluster of values that prioritizes the collective security of the group at the 

expense of individual autonomy (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Its common 

components are conformity, security and loyalty: 

 
(i) conformity (strict adherence to group conventions and traditional 
customs); (ii) security (safety and protection of the group against 
risks, justifying strict enforcement and aggression toward outsiders 
who threaten the security or the accepted group norms); and (iii) 
loyalty (supporting the group and its leaders). We view these 
dimensions as expressions of basic social values that represent a 
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strategy for attaining collective security by the group at the expense 
of individual autonomy. (Norris & Inglehart, 2019, p. 71) 
 

 
The aforementioned quote, drawn from the fields of critical theory and 

social psychology, sees authoritarianism as a set of personality traits or 

cultural values espoused by the leader (Adorno et al., 1950; Fuchs, 

2018a; Norris & Inglehart, 2019), unlike comparative politics, which 

generally considers the term as a political system or a regime type (see 

competitive authoritarianism in Levitsky & Way, 2010; authoritarian 

regime in Linz, 2000). In this study, the conceptualization of 

authoritarianism in the field of critical theory is preferred over that of 

comparative politics to better highlight the communicative role of political 

leader in the manufacture of AP. Simply put, the focus of AP is on the 

authoritarian styles exhibited by the political leader, not the institutional 

formation nor dynamics taking place under authoritarian regime. 

Taken together, the concept of authoritarian populism is 

deliberated in the fields of critical-cultural studies and political studies 

(Hall, 1988; Kellner, 2016; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Hall, for example, 

used the term to address the forms of hegemonic politics taking place 

in Thatcher’s Britain in the 1970s (Hall, 1988).  Authoritarian populism, 

he maintained, appeared to describe “a quite different, qualitatively new, 

phase of the conjuncture”  (Hall, 1988, p. 125). While the political setting 

and jurisdictional setup of Thatcherism and contemporary AP are miles 

apart, it is imperative to outline the conceptual resemblance of the two 

as they systematize authoritarian-populist politics. As in the case of 

other AP variants like America’s Trumpism and India’s Modi, the 
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reference to these cases is by no means an attempt to forcedly unify 

their different and wide-ranging properties. 

Hall and colleagues (2013), in their comprehensive work Policing 

the crisis (first published in 1978), ascertained how the themes of race, 

crime and youth served as the articulator of the crisis of mugging and 

authoritarian populism in general. In a critique of the term, however, 

Jessop and colleagues (1984) accused Hall of his ideological 

celebration of Thatcherism, arguing that his approach “ignores some 

potential sources of contradiction and tension within Thatcherism and 

overstates its general strength and resilience” (Jessop et al., 1984, p. 

33). They stressed that behind the intuitive appeal of authoritarian 

populism are the ambiguities of the term: “Indeed, the very phrase, 

‘authoritarian populism’, indicates these difficulties by coupling the 

notions of ‘authority’ and ‘people.’ Sometimes its authoritarian, 

disciplinary, coercive pole is emphasized, sometimes its populist, 

popular, and consensual pole” (p. 35). But Hall, in his reply to the group, 

contended that Jessop and company obscured or misread many of his 

arguments. The author categorically stated that his formulation of 

authoritarian populism  

 
has never been intended to, could not possibly have been intended 
and – I would claim – has never been used in my work, to produce 
a general explanation of Thatcherism. It addresses, directly, the 
question of the forms of hegemonic politics. In doing so, it 
deliberately and self-consciously foregrounds the political-
ideological dimension. Thatcherism, however, is a multifaceted 
historical phenomenon, which it would be ludicrous to assume 
could be ‘explained’ along one dimension of analysis only. (Hall, 
1988, p. 150) 
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As to the preferred nomenclature, Hall recognized: “I hoped by adopting 

this deliberately contradictory term precisely to encapsulate the 

contradictory features of the emerging conjuncture: a movement 

towards a dominative and ‘authoritarian’ form of democratic class 

politics” (Hall, 1988, p. 153). 

For Kellner (2016), authoritarian populism is the exemplification of 

the political phenomenon of Trump. Using the work of Fromm of the 

Frankfurt School on authoritarianism, Kellner averred that the leader is 

authoritarian who can galvanize his own mass movement. He stated 

that “Trump is an authoritarian populist in the traditions of Ronald 

Reagan and Margaret Thatcher…who shares their electoral strategy of 

taking a populist pose claiming to represent the people against the 

political establishment” (p. 20). The logic behind the normalized support 

for populist actors demonstrates authoritarian freedom in contemporary 

democracies (Brown, 2018). A neoliberal reason honed by decades of 

neoliberalism and globalization, Brown explained, serves as the general 

context in which anti-political yet libertarian and authoritarian 

dimensions of popular right-wing reaction are generated these days. 

She clarified that the “Contemporary right-wing outbursts of misogyny, 

racism, Islamophobia and anti-immigrant vigilantism were not simply 

“there” all along... Rather, these outbursts carry the specific resentments 

and rage of aggrieved power” (Brown, 2018, p. 69). These resentments, 

echoing the work of Nietzsche, energize populist politics: “rancor, 

grudges, barely concealed victimization, and other affects of reaction 
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are the affective heartbeat of internet trolling, tweets, and speeches at 

right-wing rallies” (Brown, 2018, p. 70).  

Norris and Inglehart used authoritarian populism to describe the 

increasing support for authoritarian-populist parties and leaders in the 

US and Europe (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Their description of Trump is 

salient in understanding authoritarian populism: “We view Trump as a 

leader who uses populist rhetoric to legitimize his style of governance, 

while promoting authoritarian values that threaten the liberal norms 

underpinning American democracy” (p. 3). They attributed the continued 

support for authoritarian-populist parties to a cultural backlash theory 

which claims that “a new cleavage emerged in both party competition 

and in the electorate in many Western societies” (p. 396). In the case of 

Britain, for example, cultural backlash theory avers that “authoritarian 

and populist values among the older generation and less educated 

sectors have generated a new cultural cleavage that can be mobilized 

by populist leaders such as Nigel Farage, and opportunities… such as 

the Brexit referendum” (Norris & Inglehart, 2019, p. 396). 

 

1.3. Why authoritarian populism?  

The study conceptually interrogates the communicative might of 

populist politics. Inspired by the approach of Hall in his work on 

authoritarian populism, the hope is to uncover the conscious 

manufacture of populist communication in contemporary Philippine 

politics. The way to do this is through an examination of popular 

discourses that enable the materialization of AP – a political 
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phenomenon that undermines the democratic pillars of nationalism, 

human rights and media. But unlike Hall’s work, this inquiry is far less 

ambitious in the sense that AP will not periodize, more so historicize, 

the balance of forces, say between the Right and the Left. While the 

study shares the characterization of AP as a symbolic political tactic of 

the Right (as demonstrated in Hall, 1988; Kellner, 2016; Norris & 

Inglehart, 2019), it will not delve into the historical and ideological 

development of the Right as a movement. In relation to Kellner’s work 

on authoritarian populism, this inquiry will not foreground the 

mobilization of authoritarian-populist movements. The minimal 

definitions of populism and authoritarianism provided by Norris and 

Inglehart meanwhile are reasonable enough to be used as provisional 

definitions of the terms. While political formations and elections are 

crucial to populist politics, these dimensions will not be accentuated in 

the analysis given the focus and scope of the study. Needless to say, a 

general landscape of Philippine elections in relation to Duterte’s rise to 

power will be presented. 

The conceptual value of the study lies in the attempt to approach 

AP from an inter-field perspective. This means that populism is set 

against the broader non-exclusionary context of authoritarian politics. 

To better understand the social relevance of AP, there is a need to 

revisit the factors that enable the mainstreaming of authoritarian-

populist agenda. This inquiry contends for the need to position AP, as a 

communication phenomenon, within the popular discourses where it 

successfully operates. The discourses that spoil the democratic aspects 
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of nationalism, human rights and media serve as the suitable nesting 

grounds for AP. There is a need to continue problematizing why political 

leaders hold on to their desire for authoritarianism and populism. As 

much as the need to be more discerning in reading the media portrayal 

of the populist. We must develop a conscious interest in the bigger 

historical picture of AP and look beyond the seeming “man of the 

masses” or “controversial” personality of the populist as the problem in 

this regard has to do with the content and not mere style of politicking. 

In the era of populist politics, the least that is needed is to determine 

what an anti-human rights or exclusionary-nationalist tactic is, so we 

know what to defy. 

 

1.4. Communication and populism 

While the preceding discussions recognized the diverse literature on 

populism, this section hopes to elucidate the communication dimension 

of the term. What makes populism a communication phenomenon and 

why is this relevant to the way we see contemporary populism? What is 

the central, although not exclusive, role of media in mainstreaming 

populism? 

To answer these questions, this study considers populism as a 

communication phenomenon that builds on certain rhetoric, discourses, 

narratives, and media to name ‘the people’ and ‘the other.’ It is a political 

communication style because populist actors such as politicians, 

political parties and journalists use words, signs and images to connect 

with the people (the disenchanted or aggrieved groups) and demonize 
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the other (center-ground elite or the establishment) (Block & Negrine, 

2017). In other words, populism is reflected in the oral, written and visual 

communication of actors who step into the public sphere wherein the 

communicative messages are rooted in, or resonate with, the goals, 

motives and attitudes of political actors, media and citizens (Reinemann 

et al., 2017). Arguing that contemporary politics becomes increasingly 

stylized, mediatized and spectacular, the idea of populism as a political 

style reveals “the repertoires of embodied, symbolically mediated 

performance made to audiences that are used to create and navigate 

the fields of power that comprise the political, stretching from the domain 

of government through to everyday life” (Moffitt, 2016, p. 50). What this 

means, Moffitt (2016) explained, is that such understanding would help 

us move beyond the outdated modes of categorizing political 

phenomena, that is, by highlighting the performative and mediated acts 

of populist actors. Viewing populism as a communication phenomenon 

allows us to problematize the messages, styles and discursive means 

in which populist agenda are propagated in several platforms. 

As populist styles and messages come in various forms, political 

communication scholars propose distinct but not mutually exclusive 

ways of analyzing populism: “populism as content” and “populism as 

style.” The content speaks of how the core components of populism 

such as anti-elitism are publicly communicated through key messages 

or frames, while the style recognizes the fact that populist messages are 

often associated with a characteristic set of presentational style 

elements (de Vreese et al., 2018). For instance, the former shows how 
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news frames speak for and against the elites, and the latter exhibits the 

use of colloquial language and informal dress code by politicians to 

project closeness with the voting public. These distinctions and the 

ensuing typologies are crucial in the sense that they help evince the 

nuances surrounding populism. Echoing the argument that instead of 

strictly classifying whether one is populist or not, there is a need to study 

how and to what extent are persuasion and rhetoric deployed in 

amplifying populist messages (Kazin, 1998). 

One widely shared typology of populism in the political 

communication literature is that proposed by Jagers and Walgrave 

(2007). While formulated against the setting of Belgian political parties, 

the objective of the study was to empirically analyze the degrees and 

types of populism based on the term’s core indicators. First, complete 

populism means the constitutive elements the people, anti-elitism and 

exclusion of out-groups are present, resembling the thick populism or 

complete populism description. Second, excluding populism carries the 

elements of the people and exclusion. Third, anti-elitism uses the people 

and anti-elitism. And fourth, empty populism only talks about the people. 

In comparative terms, complete and excluding populisms are typical of 

right-wing populism; anti-elitism appears closer to left-wing populism as 

it does not typically speak of the exclusion of minorities; while empty 

populism has similarities with mainstream populism (Reinemann et al., 

2017).  

Scholars concurrently underscored the troubling relationship of 

populism with democratic communication, arguing that the term’s 
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binary, conflict-centered view of politics, treatment of the people as a 

unified political subject, and post-truth politics oppose the formation of 

public will, deliberation of common affairs, and expression of differences 

(Waisbord, 2018). The polarized politics that populism embodies, 

Waisbord (2018) continued, is hospitable to a host of problems including 

media fragmentation. One key issue in this regard is the subtle ways in 

which populism can penetrate the elements and functions of media. 

Unpacking the role of media in the resurgence of contemporary populist 

agenda is a pressing task as it helps us deconstruct the degrees and 

types of populism present in or advanced by media.  

 

1.5. Media populism 

The media deploys certain narratives to stress the content and style of 

reporting. The ways in which populist ideas and messages are 

communicated by media are addressed by the concept of media 

populism. It illustrates that the media uses stylistic and ideological 

elements to construct in-groups and hostility toward the perceived elites 

and institutions of representative democracy, as it relies on charisma, 

commonsense and an appeal to moral sentiments (B. Kramer, 2014). 

Media populism, Kramer (2014) clarified, is a matter of degree or 

typicality and should not be construed as a feature shared by all media. 

Although it echoes some claims of political populism like anti-elite and 

anti-establishment stance, it is important to note that the concept is 

usually independent of any populist movements. Media populism 

assumes that the structural position of media yields conditions that are 
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favorable and unfavorable to populist mobilization (B. Kramer, 2014; 

Mazzoleni, 2008). Following this argument, the concept shares four 

general properties wherein the media: can circumvent the political 

system as it appears capable of speaking directly to the people; serves 

as a device that can exert symbolic power by describing and prescribing 

social divisions; as the fourth estate makes it prone to assume an anti-

institutional attitude; and may use style and rhetoric that can outbid other 

political actors specifically politicians (B. Kramer, 2014).  

The concept of media populism also deals with highly 

commercialized media production and news coverage that cater to the 

general popular taste (Mazzoleni, 2008). Geared toward popularizing 

certain media content and practices, it shares origins with typical 

patterns and practices found in commercial media outlets like tabloid 

press, talk radio and infotainment TV shows. For instance, a study on 

the role of news media in covering labor market and immigration policies 

in Europe found that journalists act as gatekeepers, interpreters and 

initiators of populist messages (Wettstein et al., 2018). According to the 

study, the gatekeeping role suggests that journalists can grant or deny 

visibility to populists and their messages. Next, the interpretive role 

allows journalists to cover populists positively or negatively, where 

positive coverage can result from partnerships in advocacy campaigns 

between media and populist while perceived threats from populist 

toward media can incur negative coverage. And the initiator role means 

journalists as originators of populist messages are actively involved in a 

populist coverage independent of any relationship to populist. Such role 
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shows the inclination of journalists toward people-centrist and anti-elitist 

discourses of media populism (Wettstein et al., 2018). These journalistic 

roles are central to the developing literature on media populism and 

journalism. However, they do not capture enough the varying degrees 

in which populism is mainstreamed or dealt with by media. While the 

study recognized that it is limited to describing a cross-sectional analysis 

of media coverage, it would be instructive to come up with sub-roles 

associated with or subsumed under the identified three roles. For 

example, while the authors mentioned in passing that journalists direct 

their anti-establishment bias toward political elites, there is no mention 

of other types of establishments or elites with which journalists and 

media organizations have dealings – especially economic elites, which 

one would have expected considering that the study was interested in 

labor market policies. 

Although the concept underscores how populism is produced and 

facilitated by media (Esser et al., 2017; Wettstein et al., 2018), it is 

essential to recognize the place of media populism within the wider 

terrain of mediatization of politics. As Mazzoleni (2008) argued, media 

populism has salient influences in the diffusion of populist ideas whether 

these ideas are conveyed by politicians or reflective of the people’s 

sentiments. The rise and fall of populist leaders and movements are to 

some extent affected by the way the media covers political events. 

Mazzoleni (2008) described this phenomenon as the media-marked life-

cycle of populist movements wherein the media, through various 

phases, can directly and indirectly facilitate the rise and decline of 
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populist movements (Mazzoleni, 2008). While the excessive 

mediatization of political phenomena as found in media populism can 

distort the functioning of democracy, the claim that we are heading 

toward a media-driven democracy is simply unwarranted (Mazzoleni & 

Schulz, 1999). 

 

1.6. Methodology 

As a case study of AP, the method is understood as “an empirical inquiry 

that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2003, p. 13). This means, Yin 

continued, that case study is used to deliberately cover the contextual 

conditions pertinent to the phenomenon under investigation. The 

methodological approach is inspired by interpretation and criticism 

(Gitlin, 2003; Hall, 1975). Following Hall’s approach to reading and 

interpreting cultural artifacts like newspaper articles, Gitlin implied the 

qualitative role of the researcher in analyzing materials including media 

reports, interviews and historical narratives (Gitlin, 2003). 

AP is a context-dependent, political phenomenon that is 

characterized by the disfigurement of media, human rights and 

nationalism. The discourses and factors surrounding this process are 

first investigated in its own right and then analyzed as a whole to 

encompass the extent of AP. Methods of secondary analysis, frame 

analysis and interview are carried out to support the case study. 

Secondary analysis or the study of non-naturalistic or artifactual data 
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derived from previous studies (Heaton, 2012) aims to cover the 

narration of cases and events as documented by key sources like media 

and human rights groups. Frame analysis will unpack the patterns and 

tones used by media in their coverage of certain political subjects and 

discourses (Gitlin, 2003). While key informant interview, given the 

professional and personal accounts of resource persons, will help enrich 

the real-life context of the study. As some qualitative scholars put it, “The 

ability of the qualitative interview to go deeply and broadly into 

subjective realities has earned it a place as one of the preeminent 

methods in communication studies” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011, p. 172).  

Chapter 2 surveys the authoritarianism-populism nexus and 

explicates its implications to the underlying discourses within 

nationalism, human rights and media.  

Chapter 3 looks at how the inclusive vision of nationalism is 

reformatted through the manufacture of exclusionary nationalism 

anchored on patronage, pro-masses image and hate. The discussions 

are informed by scholarly work on nationalism and media studies.  

Chapter 4 advances the discourses of strongman and fake news 

that concoct the anti-human rights agenda. Using interview and 

secondary sources, the data are primarily drawn from representatives 

of human rights group, media group, research and development 

organization, and the academe. 

Chapter 5 delves into the political positions of media and argues 

that it can nurture, mainstream and deconstruct the populist agenda. 

The hope is to provide a blueprint of how news editorials address the 
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populist administration. The online editorials of the four dominant news 

media outlets, Manila Bulletin, Philippine Daily Inquirer, Rappler and 

Philippine Star, are examined. 

Selected discussions in Chapters 4 and 5 have been recently 

published in Journal of Language and Politics (Ragragio, 2020b) and 

Journalism (Ragragio, 2020a), respectively. Chapter 6 synthesizes the 

preceding arguments and presents the conclusion and prospects for 

AP. 
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CHAPTER 2. A SURVEY OF AUTHORITARIANISM AND POPULISM 

 

This chapter will discuss key scholarship on authoritarianism and 

populism and its ties to nationalism, human rights and media. The 

literature on authoritarianism is drawn mainly from critical theory through 

the work of the Frankfurt School. The literature on populism, on the other 

hand, is culled from media studies and political studies. The aim is to 

demonstrate the interface of authoritarianism and populism and the 

ways they traverse nationalism, human rights and media at this populist 

juncture. 

 

2.1. Authoritarianism  

Authoritarianism deals with traits, values and policies espoused by 

political leaders who abide by hierarchic social structures that are 

dominated by the principle of leadership (Adorno et al., 1950; Fuchs, 

2018a; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). It is a frame of mind, and not exactly a 

set of ideas, that appeals to people who cannot tolerate complexity, thus 

making them anti-pluralist, suspicious of others with different ideas, and 

allergic to fierce debates (Applebaum, 2020). In the 1950s, the Frankfurt 

School referred to authoritarianism as an antidemocratic personality 

embodied by the political leader (Adorno et al., 1950). In contemporary 

authoritarian-populist politics, scholars interpret the term as an 

antidemocratic strategy projected by extreme right-wing political actors 

to articulate strongman traits, values and agendas (Fuchs, 2018a; 

Wodak, 2015). 
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The serious quest to problematize authoritarianism began as early 

as the 1900s when leading figures of the Frankfurt School started 

working on fascism and anti-Semitism (detailed accounts in Gordon, 

2017; Morelock, 2018). Members of the Frankfurt School probed 

empirical social psychology in the 1920s when Erich Fromm examined 

the political attitudes of the working class in Germany, and in the mid-

1930s when Fromm together with Herbert Marcuse and Max 

Horkheimer worked on Freudian psychoanalysis and fascism (Gordon, 

2017). But to be sure, it was in 1950 when Adorno and colleagues 

published The authoritarian personality that signaled the 

conceptualization of authoritarianism as a complex set of conscious 

traits. The hypothesis and interest of their study explained: 

 
that the political, economic, and social convictions of an individual 
often form a broad and coherent pattern, as if bound together by a 
“mentality” or “spirit,” and that this pattern is an expression of deep-
lying trends in his personality.  
 
The major concern was with the potentially fascistic individual, one 
whose structure is such as to render him particularly susceptible to 
anti-democratic propaganda. (Adorno et al., 1950, p. 1) 
 

 
The animating interest at the time was “to measure not just actively 

fascist commitment but fascism as a latent or explicit trait of 

consciousness” (Gordon, 2017, p. 34). The metrics that Adorno and 

company devised for measuring one’s predilection for fascism, Gordon 

continued, “was supposed to pick out a distinct attitudinal structure 

called “authoritarianism,” which consisted in nine characteristics” (p. 

34). The following characteristics and variables – seen as a set of traits 

of authoritarianism or potentially antidemocratic personality – “were 
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thought of as going together to form a single syndrome, a more or less 

enduring structure in the person that renders him receptive to 

antidemocratic propaganda” (Sanford et al., 1950, p. 228): 

 
a. Conventionalism. Rigid adherence to conventional, middle-

class values. 
b. Authoritarian submission. Submissive, uncritical attitude toward 

idealized moral authorities of the ingroup. 
c. Authoritarian aggression. Tendency to be on the lookout for, 

and to condemn, reject, and punish people who violate 
conventional values.  

d. Anti-intraception. Opposition to the subjective, the imaginative, 
the tender-minded. 

e. Superstition and stereotypy. The belief in mystical determinants 
of the individual’s fate; the disposition to think in rigid 
categories.  

f. Power and “toughness.” Preoccupation with the dominance-
submission, strong-weak, leader-follower dimension, 
identification with power-figures; overemphasis on the 
conventionalized attributes of the ego; exaggerated assertion of 
strength and toughness. 

g. Destructiveness and cynicism. Generalized hostility, vilification 
of the human. 

h. Projectivity. The disposition to believe that wild and dangerous 
things go on in the world; the projection outwards of 
unconscious emotional impulses. 

i. Sex. Exaggerated concern with sexual “goings-on.” (Sanford et 
al., 1950, p. 228) 

 
 
In an analysis of the School’s authoritarian character research program, 

however, Kramer pointed out the rise and decline of the group which led 

to the apparent “end” of authoritarian character studies. While 

recognizing the fact that the School’s work on authoritarianism “did not 

disappear as a concept from the canon of social psychology and political 

psychology” since the 1950s (H. Kramer, 2011, p. 22), the author 

identified three internal reasons that discontinued the program:  

 
(1) the importance of context in bringing prejudice and stereotyped 
thinking from latent to manifest expression in human interaction; 
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(2) the impossibility of explaining political attitudes and opinions as 
the effects of a specific social and/or individual character, and (3) 
the linguistic turn necessary to explain discrepancies between, on 
the one hand, expressed opinions and prejudice, and, on the other 
hand, the individual and collective and political action of individuals. 
(H. Kramer, 2011, p. 20) 

 

The early understanding of authoritarian and antidemocratic 

personality has striking similarities with how political studies scholars 

conceptualize authoritarianism in the context of populism. Norris and 

Inglehart, for example, see authoritarianism as a cluster of values 

exhibited by the political leader to prioritize the collective security of the 

group at the expense of individual autonomy (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). 

Authoritarian values, as the authors put it, carry the components of 

security, conformity and obedience: 

 
(1) the importance of security against risks of instability and 
disorder (foreigners stealing our jobs, immigrants attacking our 
women, terrorists threatening our safety); (2) the value of group 
conformity to preserve conventional traditions and guard our way 
of life (defending ‘Us’ against threats to ‘European values’); and (3) 
the need for loyal obedience toward strong leaders who protect the 
group and its customs (“I alone can fix it,’ ‘Believe me,’ ‘Are you in 
my team?’). (Norris & Inglehart, 2019, p. 7) 
 
 

They delineated the relevance of understanding authoritarianism 

beyond the rhetorical messages espoused by the political leader: 

 
What is important for fully understanding this phenomenon 
(authoritarian populism), however, is not just the rhetorical veneer 
of ‘people power,’ but also what second-order principles leaders 
advocate – and thus what cultural values they endorse, what 
programmatic policies they advocate, and what governing 
practices they follow. In this regard, know them by what they do – 
not just by what they say. (Norris & Inglehart, 2019, p. 6) 
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2.1.1. Building on the legacy of authoritarianism 

The collaborated scholarship initiated by the Frankfurt School remains 

influential in understanding authoritarianism. Kellner consulted the work 

of Fromm, a Freudian-psychoanalytic scholar, to explain the 

authoritarian phenomenon of Trump (Kellner, 2016). He asserted that 

Trump, an authoritarian-populist leader in the traditions of Reagan and 

Thatcher, is able to arouse an authoritarian-populist movement that 

follows his leadership. The kind of authoritarianism that interested 

Kellner deals with the obedient relationship between the leader and his 

followers, particularly with how the former can instruct compliance from 

the latter. 

 
Certainly, Trump is not Hitler and his followers are not technically 
fascists, although I believe that we can use the terms authoritarian 
populism or neo-fascism to explain Trump and his supporters. 
Authoritarian movements ranging from German and Italian fascism 
to Franco’s Spain to Latin American and other dictatorships 
throughout the world center on an authoritarian leader and 
followers who submit to their leadership and demands. (Kellner, 
2016, p. 20) 
 

 
Following Fromm, Kellner (2016) held that the authoritarian characters 

of being sadistic, excessively narcissistic, malignantly aggressive, 

vengeably destructive, and necrophiliac best capture the personality 

traits of Trump. For example, his narcissistic trait is reflected in an 

obsession with naming buildings or construction sites after him like 

Trump Towers. For Kellner, Trump sees his own name as a brand that 

has to be sold in the markets of showbusiness and politics. But more 

alarming is the fact that these personality traits of narcissism, sadism 

and anger serve as the same driving force behind the leader’s following: 
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These personality traits, however, arguably attract Trump’s 
followers who envy his billionaire status, his marketing and 
entertainment dimensions, and his lavish display of wealth, as well 
as to take pleasure in his attacks on immigrants, Muslims, other 
politicians, and the political establishment in general. This potent 
combination of envy and anger motivate identification with Trump 
by his supporters…Indeed, it could be that we are seeing the end 
of rational choice politics as Trump followers pursue their 
aggressive instincts with the hope of a self-proclaimed billionaire 
savior, rather than pursuing their economic and class interests. 
(Kellner, 2016, p. 23) 
 

 
In a related study on authoritarianism and populism, Giroux stated 

that “authoritarianism takes many forms, and aligns itself with the worse 

dimensions of the historical contexts in which it gains political and 

ideological currency” (Giroux, 2018, p. 17). Authoritarianism, the author 

continued, is performed on different levels such as through populist 

rallies, public humiliation of own staff, alignment with bigots and 

nationalists, and the embrace of violence, coercion and militarism. 

Trumpism, a fitting portrayal of Trump, reflects the decline of the US into 

“a new, commercially integrated, American-style fascism” (p. 15) which 

is rooted in America’s history of white supremacist and racist legacies. 

Giroux forewarned of a dark and terrifying authoritarianism marred by a 

combination of authoritarianism and repressive policies: 

 
Under the regime of Donald Trump, Americans are entering a 
period of counter-revolutionary change, one that foreshadows a 
dark and terrifying authoritarianism…it is not unreasonable to 
conclude that there is a thin line separating Trump’s use of 
rhetorical elements of authoritarianism – the demagogic use of 
fear, hatred, bigotry, ultra-nationalism, and demonization in order 
to blame others for America’s problems – and his possible move 
towards implementing a number of hard-edged repressive policies 
that support a full-blown authoritarianism…Numerous policies are 
being implemented designed to dismantle crucial social provisions 



 

 45 

associated with health care, women’s reproductive rights, and 
public and higher education. (Giroux, 2018, p. 293) 

 

 For Fuchs whose writing is significantly influenced by the Frankfurt 

School, he maintained as does Giroux (2018) that authoritarianism is 

indeed a multi-layered social phenomenon that operates at the levels of 

(a) an individual’s psychology and behavior, (b) groups / movements / 

parties, (c) institutions or (d) society (Fuchs, 2018a). In his analysis of 

the School’s critical theory of authoritarianism, Fuchs identified four 

elements of authoritarianism namely (a) authoritarian leadership, (b) 

nationalism, (c) the friend-enemy scheme and (d) patriarchy and 

militarism. In brief, these elements are elucidated in the following: 

 
Authoritarianism involves the belief in, and the practice of, 
hierarchic social structures dominated by the leadership principle. 
Leadership is applied as a principle of totality that has no respect 
for individuality in the organisation of the political system, the 
capitalist economy, the army, the family and the cultural 
organisation. (Fuchs, 2018a, p. 6) 
 

 
The phenomenon of right-wing political movements, Fuchs insisted, is 

better explained using the concept of authoritarianism rather than 

populism. For him, “populism is not a clearly delineated but rather a 

politically confusing term” (Fuchs, 2018a, p. 3). As the author put it, 

“authoritarianism and authoritarian capitalism, rather than populism, are 

key critical theory categories for understanding, explaining and 

intervening into the political conjuncture that we are currently 

experiencing” (p. 2). While unconvinced of the theoretical rigor of 

populism, Fuchs nevertheless recognized how authoritarian-populist 

leaders ride on popularity through the media. He stressed that: 
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Authoritarian populism appeals to the emotions partly via public 
communications, including entertainment formats and social 
media. Therefore, it is not coincidence that Donald Trump’s two 
favourite media are reality TV and Twitter. Authoritarian politicians 
are convinced that one cannot ‘get at the masses with arguments, 
proofs, and knowledge, but only with feelings and beliefs’ (Reich, 
1972: 83). Today, this circumstance is most often referred to as 
post-truth politics. (Fuchs, 2018a, p. 7)  
 

 
However, in his re-reading of The authoritarian personality, Gordon 

(2017) remarked that Trumpism cannot be interpreted as a kind of 

personality or psychology. Instead, what this phenomenon appears to 

demonstrate is how authoritarian personality becomes an emergent and 

generalized feature of modern society. Referring to the Frankfurt 

School’s work on the culture industry, he suggested that Trumpism “is 

just another name for the culture industry, where the performance of 

undoing repression serves as a means for continuing on precisely as 

before” (Gordon, 2017, p. 52). 

Inspired by Gramsci’s hegemony, Fraser (2017) referred to 

Trumpism as a symptom of hyper-reactionary neoliberalism. This 

phenomenon is an offshoot of what the author reified as progressive 

neoliberalism and reactionary neoliberalism. The former deals with the 

alliance of mainstream liberal currents of new social movements 

(feminism, antiracism and LGBTQ rights) and most dynamic, high-end 

symbolic and financial sectors of the US economy (Wall Street, Silicon 

Valley and Hollywood). While the latter, housed mainly in the US 

Republican Party, combines a similar, neoliberal politics of distribution 

with a different, reactionary politics of recognition (centered on 

bolstering finance, military production and extractive energy and which 
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drew ethnonational, anti-immigrant and pro-Christian support). 

Speaking on Trump’s hyper-reactionary neoliberalism: 

 
the policies of President Trump have diverged from the campaign 
promises of candidate Trump. Not only has his economic populism 
vanished, but his scapegoating has grown ever more vicious. What 
his supporters voted for, in short, is not what they got. The upshot 
is not reactionary populism, but hyper-reactionary neoliberalism. 
 
Trump’s hyper-reactionary neoliberalism does not constitute a new 
hegemonic bloc, however. It is, on the contrary, chaotic, unstable, 
and fragile. (Fraser, 2017, p. 11) 

 

The characterization of Trumpism is not so distant to that of 

Thatcherism, a label popularized by Hall to describe Thatcher’s Britain 

in the 1970s. Thatcherism’s authoritarian populism can be summed up 

as a social formula showcased by the reign of “free market, strong state, 

iron times” (Hall & Jacques, 1983, p. 10). Following Gramsci’s writing 

on hegemony, Hall looked into the manufacture of popular consent 

within the realms of Thatcherism and neoliberalism. In this context, he 

referred to authoritarian populism as 

 
an exceptional form of the capitalist state which, unlike classical 
fascism, has retained most (though not all) of the formal 
representative institutions in place, and which at the same time has 
been able to construct around itself an active popular consent. 
(Hall, 1988, p. 42) 
 

 
If authoritarianism is best explained by the personality traits of the 

political actor, Hall showed that populism, following the tradition of 

Thatcherism, is a rich mix of historical and political values or what he 

referred to as themes: “Thatcherite populism…combines the resonant 

themes of organic Toryism – nation, family, duty, authority, standards, 
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traditionalism – with the aggressive themes of a revived neoliberalism – 

self-interest, competitive individualism, anti-statism” (Hall, 1988, p. 48).  

 The aforementioned literature on critical theory and social 

psychology viewed authoritarianism as a set of personalities, traits and 

characters of the political leader. To partly show how other fields of 

study see the subject matter, the perspective of comparative politics on 

authoritarianism will be briefly discussed. 

Scholars of comparative politics considered the term as a political 

system or a regime type. As early as the 1960s, Linz came up with a 

definition of authoritarianism as a political system 

 
with limited, not responsible, political pluralism, without elaborate 
and guiding ideology, but with distinctive mentalities, without 
extensive nor intensive political mobilization, except at some points 
in their development, and in which a leader or occasionally a small 
group exercises power within formally ill-defined limits but actually 
quite predictable ones. (Linz, 1964, p. 255 in Linz, 2000, p. 159) 
 

 
Authoritarianism, represented by its four distinctive dimensions of 

“limited pluralism, mentality, somewhat constrained leadership, and 

weak mobilization” (Linz & Stepan, 1996, p. 39), has been regarded as 

a regime type or a way to describe the political system of one’s 

government. In his critique of the term, Keane (2013) warned that 

authoritarianism and its common qualifiers like resilient authoritarianism 

and authoritarian state capitalism, concurrent with the acts that 

accompany it like state censorship, are not a straightforward matter. He 

asserted that the grand interpretation of authoritarianism, that is 

conveniently inferred by some as a system freed from the curse of free 

and fair elections and showbiz democracy, not only projects a 
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reductionist view of democracy but also fails to take into account the 

possibility of democratic experiments in perceived authoritarian regimes 

(Keane, 2013, 2018). 

Aside from authoritarianism, the other regime types identified by 

Linz and Stepan (1996) were democracy, totalitarianism, post-

totalitarianism, and sultanism in the 1990s, with the addition of 

“authoritarian-democratic hybrid” regime in the 2010s to describe the 

cases of Egypt and the Arab world (Stepan & Linz, 2013). The following 

table summarizes the description of authoritarianism in relation to 

pluralism, ideology, mobilization and leadership: 

 

Characteristic Authoritarianism 

Pluralism 

Political system with limited, not responsible 
political pluralism. Often quite extensive social 
and economic pluralism. In authoritarian 
regimes most of pluralism had roots in society 
before the establishment of the regime. Often 
some space for semiopposition. 

Ideology Political system without elaborate and guiding 
ideology but with distinctive mentalities. 

Mobilization 
Political system without extensive or intensive 
political mobilization except at some points in 
their development. 

Leadership 

Political system in which a leader or 
occasionally a small group exercises power 
within formally ill-defined but actually quite 
predictable norms. Effort at cooptation of old 
elite groups. Some autonomy in state careers 
and in military. 

 
 

Table 1. Description of authoritarianism (Linz & Stepan, 1996, p. 44) 
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2.2. Populism  

The burgeoning scholarship on populism highlights a plethora of 

conceptual approaches, elements and perspectives that continue to 

define the trajectory of the term. One handbook speaks of ideational, 

political-strategic and socio-cultural approaches (Rovira Kaltwasser et 

al., 2017), another recently highlights the discursive and relational, 

performative approaches (Ostiguy et al., 2021) and some look at 

alternative approaches to populism as an ideology, a looser “set of 

ideas” and a form of political rhetoric (Norris, 2020).  

Scholars have long recognized the difficulties in defining the 

phenomenon of populism, claiming how the concept “both undermines 

and inspires democracy and therefore usually sparks partisan debates 

that go beyond academic circles” (Rovira Kaltwasser et al., 2017, p. 1). 

Populism, as Laclau (1977) observed, is elusive and recurrent. While it 

is obviously not a new concept, what makes it novel today is “the 

intensity and simultaneity of its manifestation in almost all countries 

ruled by a constitutional democracy” (Urbinati, 2019, p. 112). In a 

handbook published in 2017, scholars broadly identified three 

approaches to its study: ideational, political-strategic and socio-cultural. 

Using an ideational approach, populism can be analyzed essentially as 

a set of ideas, “whether or not they constitute an ideology or “only” a 

discourse or style is of secondary importance for many research 

questions” (Mudde, 2017, p. 41). In political-strategic terms, it looks at 

the role of “the people” and their personalistic leader as a way to capture 

the distinctive connection between the leader and the mass followers 
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(Weyland, 2001, 2017). While through a socio-cultural approach, the 

term emphasizes the high-low dimension in which it is seen as the 

flaunting of the low: “Populism is characterized by a particular form of 

political relationship between political leaders and a social basis, one 

established and articulated through “low” appeals which resonate and 

receive positive reception within particular sectors of society for social-

cultural historical reasons” (Ostiguy, 2017, p. 73). 

For Laclau (2005) whose work is extensively cited and emulated, 

populism is a discursive act of giving meaning to and constructing the 

identity of “the people” as a way of mobilizing popular support. 

Accordingly, the political identity is representative of collective identities 

achieved through the articulation of social demands. These demands in 

turn represent the collective will of political groups in a democratic space 

since 

 
(the) will is always the will of a sectorial group, and the 
representative has to show that it is compatible with the interests 
of the community as a whole… The represented depends on the 
representative for the constitution of his or her own identity. 
(Laclau, 2007, p. 158) 

 

As a specific type of discourse, populism expresses popular interests 

and represents identities and demands against an establishment or elite 

(Stavrakakis, 2017). The identity, in particular, is determined by the 

formation of “collective form of identification among the democratic 

demands found in a variety of movements: those women, workers, 

blacks, gays, the ecological, as well as against other forms of 

subordination” (Mouffe, 1992, p. 31). Antagonism in politics plays a 
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central role in the formation of identity (Laclau, 2005). For Laclau and 

Mouffe (2014), it demonstrates how social division is inherent in the very 

possibility of a democratic politics. As Mouffe (2005) pointed out, 

antagonism deals with the we/they distinction that serves as the 

condition for the formation of political identity. It is then essential to point 

out that identity is a matter of representation because it is “the result of 

a successful articulation or ‘chaining’ of the subject into the flow of the 

discourse” (Hall, 1996, p. 6). 

In terms of its ideological content, some hold that populism may 

lean toward the left, right or middle of the political spectrum where 

“populist movements, populist regimes, and populist leadership are 

defined by their ideology” (Mizuno & Phongpaichit, 2009, p. 3). While 

this study shares an understanding of populism as a right-wing 

phenomenon, it is worth noting how scholars offer different and 

sometimes opposing views about the term. Mouffe (2018) for instance 

is explicit in proposing a left populism that serves as a discursive 

strategy of constructing the political frontier between ‘the people’ and 

‘the oligarchy.’ Although Stavrakakis shares the discursive approach to 

populism, he acknowledged that genuine popular grievances and 

demands can be represented by antidemocratic forces, explaining that 

“both populist and anti-populist discourses can acquire “progressive” or 

“reactionary”, democratic or anti-democratic forms” (Stavrakakis, 2017, 

p. 529). Fuchs and to some extent Dean meanwhile warned against the 

slippery application of populism or left populism, cautioning that the term 

may not best work as a key critical concept in probing complex 
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relationships like media and politics, unlike other concepts like 

authoritarianism or authoritarian capitalism (Dean, 2017; Fuchs, 2018a). 

As some minimally defined the term, populism is a thin centered-

ideology that addresses “only a limited set of issues” and is combined 

with one or more ideologies or host ideologies (Mudde & Rovira 

Kaltwasser, 2017, p. 21). It is likened to an empty heart because, as 

compared with ideologies say liberalism or socialism, populism lacks a 

commitment to key values of equality and social justice and thus is “very 

often appended to other ideologies” (Taggart, 2000, p. 4). But in her 

critique of the ideological and stylistic approaches to populism, Urbinati 

insisted that both are “not attentive enough to the institutional and 

procedural aspects that qualify democracy, within which populism 

emerges and operates” (Urbinati, 2019, p. 117). As Laclau (2007) put it, 

the notion of “the people” is an empty signifier, and that the meaning of 

populism “is not to be found in any political or ideological content 

entering into the description of the practices of any particular group, but 

in a particular mode of articulation of whatever social, political or 

ideological contents” (Laclau, 2005, p. 34). For political theorists such 

as Dean, the slippery concept of populism and its ideological dimension 

must be treated with more wariness. At least in the context of how media 

pundits orchestrate the term in the West, the author contended that 

populism does not identify any fundamental divisions in the kind of 

politics it aims to rejuvenate: “Populist politics operates within the 

parameters of the given. It doesn’t try to change them” (Dean, 2017, p. 

43). Speaking about Trump’s America and left politics, Dean echoed 
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Fraser’s (2017) work on progressive neoliberalism, arguing that “A “left” 

content with capitalism is nothing but “progressive neoliberalism.” As a 

result, it is incapable of confronting the very conditions that produced 

Trump” (Dean, 2017, p. 43). Zizek, in dialogue with Laclau, recognized 

that while populism is an effective formal frame or matrix of political logic 

that can be given different political twists, “it displaces the immanent 

social antagonism into the antagonism between the unified people and 

its external enemy, it harbors in the last instance a long-term protofascist 

tendency” (Zizek, 2006, p. 557).  

Urbinati expounded that regardless of its ideological orientation, 

populism shares a radical partiality in interpreting the people and the 

majority which means that “if a populist movement comes to power, it 

can have a disfiguring impact on the institutions, rule of law, and 

divisions of powers that compromise constitutional democracy” 

(Urbinati, 2019, p. 112). As a result, Urbinati continued, the term can 

open the door to authoritarian solutions and even dictatorship. In fact, 

today’s populism is seen as an authoritarian form of democracy 

(Finchelstein, 2017). Populists in this regard strongly rely on a quasi-

religious form of leadership to assert a direct link between the leader 

and the people and to deify its causes and leaders: “Populists worldwide 

invoke the name of the people to stress a form of highly hierarchical 

leadership, to downplay political dialogue, and to solve a perceived 

crisis of representation, increasingly by attacking institutional checks 

and balances” (Finchelstein, 2017, p. 105). 
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As a political performance, populism is a political style that is “a 

repertoire of performative features which cuts across different political 

situations that are used to create political relations” (Moffitt & Tormey, 

2014, p. 394). Being performative, the style is performed and enacted 

rather than merely uttered (Moffitt & Tormey, 2014). It is represented in, 

through and by the media, for example, through television and social 

media as a way of establishing charismatic leadership appeal or anti-

establishment persona (Chakravartty & Roy, 2015; Jagers & Walgrave, 

2007). The political style has some contemporary features on its own, 

including the dichotomic appeal between the people and the elite, the 

way the appropriate modes of acting in the political realm is disregarded 

or the bad manner feature, and the performance of inducing crisis, 

breakdown or threat (Moffitt, 2016). The populist style is also deployed 

through the policy pronouncements of the populists. Since they are able 

to influence and penetrate the policy direction of the State, it is relevant 

to determine the ways they communicate their agenda especially once 

in power (Van Ostaijen & Scholten, 2014). Like the style, the policy is 

publicly performed and mediated. When faced with a crisis, populist 

leaders tend to capitalize on their grassroots appeal to reshape the 

direction of public debates (Van Ostaijen & Scholten, 2014; Waisbord, 

2011). As some inferred, the populist policy can either generate an 

entirely new crisis to strengthen the hold of power or spark a new 

populist policy (Panizza, 2005 in Mizuno & Phongpaichit, 2009; Moffitt, 

2015b). 
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As the term is used in many different ways, this study follows 

scholars who consider populism as a rhetorical strategy (Norris & 

Inglehart, 2019; Wodak, 2015). To restate the definition set by Norris 

and Inglehart, populism is a rhetorical style of communications that 

claims that “(i) the only legitimate democratic authority flows directly 

from the people, and (ii) established power-holders are deeply corrupt, 

and self-interested, betraying public trust” (Norris & Inglehart, 2019, p. 

66). As a form of rhetoric, populism operates as a flexible mode of 

persuasion that redefines the people and their adversaries, and not as 

a term used to strictly signify whether someone is populist or not (Kazin, 

1998). Populism is a thin-centered ideology that appears compatible 

with host ideologies like capitalism and liberalism (Mudde, 2004; Mudde 

& Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017). Based on the foregoing discussions, the 

common components of populism are the people, anti-establishment or 

anti-elite sentiment, and rhetoric or persuasion. 

 

2.2.1. Populism in Southeast Asia 

Populism is a “moralistic imagination of politics, a way of perceiving the 

political world that sets a morally pure and fully unified – but… ultimately 

fictional – people against elites who are deemed corrupt or in some 

other way morally inferior” (Muller, 2016, p. 19). While anti-elitism is a 

necessary condition for populism, Muller clarified that there is a need to 

reconsider the anti-pluralist stance of populists: “The core claim of 

populism is thus a moralized form of antipluralism. Political actors not 

committed to this claim are simply not populists” (Muller, 2016, p. 20). 
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The term primarily but not exclusively operates in democratic 

representative politics. It is for some a mirror of democracy (Panizza, 

2005) and a shadow of representative democracy (Muller, 2016). 

 
Populism is neither the authentic part of modern democratic politics 
nor a kind of pathology caused by irrational citizens. It is the 
permanent shadow of representative politics. There is always the 
possibility for an actor to speak in the name of the “real people” as 
a way of contesting currently powerful elites… Populists are not 
against the principle of political representation; they just insist that 
only they themselves are legitimate representatives. (Muller, 2016, 
p. 101)  
 

 
In Southeast Asia, populism is a recurring political trope that, while 

enticing, is unstable: “there is something inherently unstable about 

populist rule…As a result many populist leaders either get very quickly 

overthrown, or they turn towards some kind of authoritarianism” 

(Anderson, 2009, p. 218). The instability of populist politics is 

expounded in the following passage: 

 
The dominating factors in the present-day politics of Southeast 
Asia are closed national oligarchies. Power is shared in a small 
circle. Top people queue for a turn at lucrative posts. Nobody wants 
to disturb these cosy arrangements. An air of passivity reigns. 
Think of the Philippines in the 1950s when anyone of any 
importance had a turn at being president or vice-president, and 
everybody understood that they should not break the rules – until 
Marcos came along. Look today at Badawi in Malaysia, Arroyo in 
the Philippines, and SBY (Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono) in 
Indonesia. (Anderson, 2009, p. 218) 
 

 
As a critical feature of politics, the term is stylistic, mediatized and 

reductionist (Moffitt, 2016; Zizek, 2006). First, it is stylistic as political 

actors like politicians, political parties, journalists and media rely heavily 

on popular sentiment to draw an appeal from the public. The style 
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indicates that the actors perform certain acts to navigate “the political” 

and “the everyday” fields of power (Moffitt, 2016). These acts are 

accompanied by nationalist sentiment that serves as a response to an 

ongoing sociopolitical crisis. Second, populism is mediatized because 

populist actors take advantage of a media-saturated environment. The 

media, particularly networked and broadcast media, serves as the 

principal platform where populist outcry is magnified. With the ubiquitous 

interface of traditional or legacy media and digital media, populist 

messages are easily hyped through the propagandist and circulatory 

power of networked communications (Dean, 2005). The media as a 

culture industry can exert influence for and contra populism through its 

media products. In Asia, the commercialization, privatization and 

liberalization of media through the invisible hand of neoliberalism paved 

the way for populist actors to gain momentous popularity across media 

platforms (Chakravartty & Roy, 2015; Qiu, 2008). And third, it is 

reductionist as populist actors articulate messages in simplified yet 

paradoxical manner. The very terms of choice are narrowed between 

“the good or the people” versus “the bad and the other” (Zizek, 2006). 

The basic gesture of populism, at least in the West, is “to refuse to 

confront the complexity of the situation, to reduce it to a clear struggle 

with pseudoconcrete enemy figure” (Zizek, 2006, p. 567). 

The ways in which populism is conceptualized must be revisited to 

account for a contextualized and historicized notion of the term. In 

political studies, for instance, one commonly cited definition of populism 

in political-strategic terms is that “populism is best defined as a political 
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strategy through which a personalistic leader seeks or exercises 

government power based on direct, unmediated, uninstitutionalized 

support from large numbers of mostly unorganized followers” (Weyland, 

2001, p. 14). The populist being a personalistic leader represents most 

of the populist leaders in Asia and the West these days. However, the 

government-centeredness of the term must be stripped off. While State 

forces remain one of the steadfast instigators of populism, other similarly 

minded actors like the media and religious-based forces can galvanize 

a populist regime. What unites the State with non-State forces in this 

regard is the way they act toward an embodiment of a bigger political, 

and to some extent ideological, project of populist politics (Dean, 2017; 

Hall, 1988). The followers of populism being “unorganized” also 

deserves a timely challenge. They may be unorganized only in a limited 

sense, say when non-politically aligned voters cast their votes in favor 

of populist candidates. But populism or AP for that matter as a political 

communication style has conscious disciples assembled and deployed 

by agents of populism as in the case of Shinawatra’s Red Shirts in 

Thailand. 

 

2.3. Nationalism, human rights and media under populism 

This section introduces how nationalism, human rights and media are 

reoriented under populism. The discussions of these topics will be 

elaborated in the subsequent chapters. 
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2.3.1. Nationalism 

Nationalism, like populism, is an elusive concept that is narrated in many 

ways. For Gellner, nationalism is “primarily a political principle, which 

holds that the political and the national unit should be congruent” 

(Gellner, 1983, p. 1). The author referred to nationalism as a theory of 

political legitimacy wherein the “ethnic boundaries should not cut across 

political ones, and, in particular, that ethnic boundaries within a given 

state – a contingency already formally excluded by the principle in its 

general formulation – should not separate the power-holders from the 

rest” (Gellner, 1983, p. 1). Gellner stressed that sentiment and 

movement can be expressed in terms of this political principle. A 

nationalist sentiment is “the feeling of anger aroused by the violation of 

the principle, or the feeling of satisfaction aroused by its fulfilment” 

whereas a nationalist movement is actuated by this kind of sentiment 

(Gellner, 1983, p. 1). For other scholars, nationalism generally signifies 

feelings or doctrines about and on behalf of the nation or movements 

for national self-determination (Smith, 2001; San Juan, Jr., 2009). Smith 

defined nationalism as “an ideological movement for attaining and 

maintaining autonomy, unity and identity on behalf of a population 

deemed by some of its members to constitute an actual or potential 

“nation”” (Smith, 2001, p. 224). It has five main usages, Smith continued, 

namely as (1) a doctrine, more broadly an ideology, of nations, (2) a 

movement on behalf of the nation and its citizens, (3) a language or 

discourse and a symbolism of the nation, (4) a set of sentiments on 

behalf of the nation and (5) a process or set of processes of nation-
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formation. These usages especially the first three, the author clarified, 

are often interrelated and unrestrictive. Considering the varying and 

context-specific understanding of the term, it is imperative to take into 

account that nationalism – as influenced by the continuing political, 

economic, cultural and anti-colonial struggles – carries a plethora of 

forms and varieties (Delanty & Kumar, 2006; Wodak, 2018). Given the 

conceptual and political tensions surrounding the conflation of 

nationalism and populism (Bonikowski et al., 2019; Brubaker, 2020; De 

Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2020), Smith reminded of the overall thrust of the 

term: “the nation is a form of public culture and political symbolism, and 

ultimately of politicized mass culture, one which seeks to mobilize the 

citizens to love their nation, observe its laws and defend their homeland” 

(Smith, 2010, p. 38). Nationalism comes in a variety of shapes and is 

taking more oppositional forms than ever (Delanty & Kumar, 2006).  

 In a recent exchange, Brubaker (2020), referring to the work of De 

Cleen and Stavrakakis (2020), cautioned against the strict conceptual 

separation of populism and nationalism. Brubaker averred that the 

attempt to “purify” the concept of populism, that is by distinguishing 

between populist and nationalist discourses and by excluding 

nationalism from populism using strict definitions, is problematic. He 

suggested that “Distinguishing sharply between vertical appeals to ‘the 

people’ as plebs and horizontal appeals to ‘the people’ as bounded 

community – and assigning the former to populism and the latter to 

nationalism – externalises the ambiguity of appeals to ‘the people’” 

(Brubaker, 2020, p. 53). What he proposed instead is to “internalise” the 
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ambiguity of appeals to ‘the people’ by highlighting that ambiguity and 

its pragmatic power and productivity: “The tight interweaving of vertical 

and horizontal registers, I shall argue, is central to and constitutive of 

populist discourse; it is not merely a matter of the contingent articulation 

of different discourses” (p. 53). In a response, De Cleen and Stavrakakis 

believed that Brubaker exaggerated their conceptual position in his 

attempt to develop a thicker conceptualization of populism. The authors 

reminded that by not asserting the conceptual difference between 

populism and nationalism, “impurity/ambiguity in empirical articulations 

evaporates from sight. Our aim, indeed, is to provide clear 

conceptualizations of the specificity of populism and nationalism, 

respectively, to be used as tools in the detailed analysis of their 

entanglements” (De Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2020, p. 315). They explained 

that their conceptual distinctions aim to analyze the interaction of 

populism and nationalism in real politics, thus insisting on analytically 

distinct but empirically often entangled ways of constructing ‘the people’: 

 
Characteristic of populism, we argue, is that it interpellates citizens 
as members of ‘the people’, considered as an underdog, and 
opposed along a vertical down/up axis to ‘the elite’, conceived as 
a small and illegitimately powerful and privileged group. 
Nationalism, by contrast, interpellates people as members of ‘the 
nation’ conceived as a limited and sovereign community that exists 
through time and is tied to a certain territory, with the nation being 
discursively constructed along a horizontal in/out axis that 
distinguishes (which should not be confused with ‘opposes’) 
members from non-members, and the own nation from other 
nations. (De Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2020, p. 315) 

  

The brands of nationalism are redefined and reinvented under populism 

(De Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2017; Richardson & Wodak, 2009; Wodak, 
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2015, 2018). Populism and nationalism, though conceptually distinct 

from one another, are in fact “closely involved in the discursive 

construction of the categories they claim to represent” (De Cleen & 

Stavrakakis, 2017, p. 305). In her work on populism and nationalism, 

Wodak analyzed the discourses of nationalism under right-wing 

populism. The author propounded that “right-wing populism is 

characterized by renationalizing tendencies that go far beyond the 

commonly used ‘family and house metaphors’: body and border politics 

are emphasized in ethno-nationalist discourses drawing on traditional 

racist and indeed fascist ideologies” (Wodak, 2015, p. xiii). In what she 

called in passing as the (re)invention of nationalism, Wodak asserted 

that “Right-wing populist nationalism inherently endorses an 

essentialized concept of nationalism expressed in ever more restrictive 

(nativist) body politics” (Wodak, 2015, p. 71). The author pointed out that 

the discourse of identity construction, for example, “implies inclusionary 

and exclusionary processes, that is, definitions of ‘Us’ and “Them’” (p. 

71). Wodak (2015) elaborated how body and border politics, as part of 

national identity politics that is increasingly defined by the national 

language or mother tongue, ethnicity and culture, are manipulated in 

Hungarian political campaigns to pursue an anti-Roma agenda in public. 

She cited the case of Jobbik political party that appears to revitalize the 

group’s hatred against Roma, homosexuals and Jews, but also, against 

its other new targets of hatred like Israel, Muslims and Western-leaning 

socialists. In their discussion of authoritarian-populist discourses in the 

West, Norris and Inglehart (2019) referred to how xenophobic 
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nationalism is exhibited by political leaders and parties to exaggerate 

the fear of the outsiders, particularly of foreigners and immigrants. 

Authoritarian discourse, the authors explained, “emphasizes 

xenophobic nationalism, constructing the myth that the ‘people’ are a 

uniform whole, and that nation-states should forcefully oppose threats 

from foreign countries and culture” (Norris & Inglehart, 2019, p. 76). 

Here, they reiterated the case of Trump who, through his racist Build the 

Wall and America First campaign and anti-immigrant pronouncements, 

continues to build up a xenophobic and isolationist brand of nationalism. 

Xenophobic nationalism is not too different from what Wodak (2015) 

called nativist body politics that mobilizes support groups and spreads 

hate campaigns based on national identities like color and race. 

Speaking on the recent tide of xenophobic and new racist sentiment of 

nationalism, Fuchs stated that “Nationalism is a particular national 

ideology that primarily takes place at the level of national identity, but 

tends towards defining who should be included in and excluded from the 

citizenship of a territorial state” (Fuchs, 2018b, p. 15).  

 

2.3.2. Human rights 

Human rights are a set of individual and collective rights and freedoms 

that are protected and guaranteed by law in the forms of national and 

international law, treaties, general principles and other sources of 

international law (Clapham, 2015; Landman, 2006). Two of the core 

human rights treaties, otherwise known as the International Bills of 

Rights, lay out the foundations of civil and political rights (CPR) and 
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economic, social, and cultural rights (ESCR) through the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and International 

Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 

respectively. Traditionally, CPR and ESCR are the more recognized 

categories or sets of rights when ICCPR and ICESCR entered into force 

in 1976. But following recent historical shifts and political movements 

including the reaction “against the worst effects of globalization, as well 

as the relative effectiveness of ‘green’ political ideology and social 

mobilization around concerns for the health of the planet” (Landman, 

2006, p. 10), this paved the way for the third category of rights called 

solidarity rights. The following are summarized descriptions of the three 

categories of rights based on the work of Landman (2006). First, civil 

and political rights, including right to life, right of protection from arbitrary 

arrest, right to speech and expression, and rights to assembly and 

association, aim to “uphold the sanctity of the individual before the law 

and guarantee his or her ability to participate freely in civil, economic, 

and political society” (p. 9). Second, social and economic rights, 

including right to education and right to form trade unions and free 

associations, endorse social and economic development, and cultural 

rights, including right to indigenous land, rituals, and shared cultural 

practices and the right to speak one’s own language and ‘mother 

tongue’ education, aim to “maintain and promote sub-national cultural 

affiliations and collective identities, and protect minority communities 

against the incursions of national assimilationist and nation-building 

projects” (p. 9). And the third category, solidary rights which include 
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rights to public goods of development and the environment “guarantee 

that all individuals and groups have the right to share in the benefits of 

the earth’s natural resources…Many of these rights are transnational in 

that they make claims against wealthy nations to redistribute wealth to 

poor nations” (p. 9). To illustrate how these categories of rights can be 

protected or violated by the State, Table 2 shows the actions that the 

State can take to provide resources and policies to protect rights 

(positive dimensions) and to deliberately violate rights (negative 

dimensions). 

At this juncture, human rights are a proclaimed nemesis of the 

populist. Fundamental rights and freedoms are thwarted by political 

leaders and parties that claim to represent a restricted version of the 

people (Alston, 2017b, 2017a; Callamard, 2017). Populists shun the 

belief that human rights exist to protect people from governments 

because, “Claiming to speak for “the people,” they treat rights as an 

impediment to their conception of majority will, a needless obstacle to 

defending the nation from perceived threats and evils” (Roth, 2017). For 

Alston, the major challenges facing human rights are shaped no less by 

the populist agenda of nationalism, xenophobia, misogyny, and explicit 

antagonism to human rights (Alston, 2017b). Referring to the case of 

Trump, the author insisted that his rhetorical wrath and appointment of 

senior government officials from the far right of the political spectrum 
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Table 2. Positive and negative dimensions of human rights (Landman, 

2006, p. 11) 
 

express antipathy to civil liberties and human rights policies (Alston, 

2017b). The oratorical tirades accompanied by practices inimical to 

human rights augment the might of authoritarian leaders. Scholars 

warned that “When populist authoritarian leaders say something that 

violates norms of human rights, you had better believe them” (Norris & 

Inglehart, 2019, p. 415). This, in a similar vein, signals what an 

international human rights group described as a politics of demonization 

where the consequences of the us-versus-them rhetoric is fueling a 

global pushback against human rights (Amnesty International, 2017b). 

The same report underscored how governments around the world turn 

 ‘Positive 
dimensions’ 
(i.e. provision of 
resources and 
outcomes of policies) 

‘Negative 
dimensions’ 
(i.e. practices that 
deliberately violate 
rights) 

Civil and 
political 
rights 

I 
Investment in 
judiciaries, prisons, 
police forces, and 
elections 

II 
Torture, extra-judicial 
killings, disappearance, 
arbitrary detention, 
unfair trials, electoral 
intimidation, 
disenfranchisement 

Economic, 
social, 
and 
cultural 
rights 

III 
Progressive 
realization 
Investment in health, 
education, and 
welfare 

IV 
Ethnic, racial, gender, 
or linguistic 
discrimination in 
health, education, and 
welfare 

Solidarity 
rights 

V 
Compensation for 
past wrongs 
Debt relief 
Overseas 
development and 
technical assistance 

VI 
Environmental 
degradation 
CO2 emissions 
Unfair trade 
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a blind eye to human rights violations, notably the proliferation of political 

killings, torture, draconian police powers, a range of assaults on free 

expression that target human rights defenders and journalists, and the 

ways politicians endorse hateful rhetoric and policies based on people’s 

identity through misogyny, racism and homophobia. 

In modern authoritarian regimes, as one report put it (Puddington, 

2017), human rights are constantly renounced and those who dare to 

cross this line are sentenced to State-sponsored violence. In these 

regimes led by Xi’s China and Putin’s Russia, non-government 

organizations advancing human rights or political reform are 

suppressed while pro-government or apolitical groups working on 

“development issues” are tolerated or supported by the State 

(Puddington, 2017). The report attested how Xi has become 

increasingly aggressive in obstructing dissent and information that 

challenge the Communist Party of China’s narrative by targeting human 

rights lawyers, ethnic minorities, women’s rights advocates and 

independent journalists. While in Putin’s Russia, the regime continues 

to acquire and control the media through state enterprises and oligarchic 

cronies and develop modern disinformation instruments. For example, 

the Chinese government’s Strike Hard Campaign against Violent 

Terrorism exposed the 13 million ethnic Uyghurs and other Turkic 

Muslims in Xinjiang to mass arbitrary detention, forced political 

indoctrination, restrictions on movement and religious oppression 

(Human Rights Watch, 2019a, p. 1). While Russia, being the biggest 

weapons supplier to Syria, led the displacement of more than 320,000 
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individuals through its territorial and military offensive in the Daraa 

province (Human Rights Watch, 2019b).  

 

2.3.2.1. Neoliberalism and the neoliberalization of human rights 

The neoliberal reason is one central lens that contributes to the 

disfigurement of human rights. Like populism, neoliberalism strives for 

a popular, personalized and depoliticized notion of freedom. 

Neoliberalism, seen as a dominant political-economic logic that breeds 

populism, aims for a consensual appeal due to its reference to the 

general welfare of the people (Brown, 2018; Dean, 2008; Fraser, 2017). 

But at the same time, it is geared toward a personalized kind of freedom 

because it detaches the individual from the social realms of 

engagement, which eventually serves as a pretext for the 

depoliticization of the subject in which fear or unwillingness prohibits 

individuals from taking part in political acts. This is what Brown 

described as the governing rationality of neoliberalism or simply the 

logic of neoliberal reason (Brown, 2018).  

As it has evolved since its emphatic turn in the 1970s, 

neoliberalism has become “hegemonic as a mode of discourse. It has 

pervasive effects on ways of thought to the point where it has become 

incorporated into the common-sense way many of us interpret, live in, 

and understand the world” (Harvey, 2005, p. 3). The heyday of 

neoliberal ideology materialized following the elections of Britain’s 

Thatcher in 1979 and America’s Reagan in 1980 (Harvey, 2005). 

Neoliberalism is commonly seen as a philosophy and discourse of 
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political economy (Brown, 2018; Dean, 2008; Fraser, 2017; Harvey, 

2005). The following description is instructive in this regard: 

 
Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic 
practices that proposes that human well-being can best be 
advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and 
skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong 
private property rights, free markets, and free trade. The role of the 
state is to create and preserve an institutional framework 
appropriate to such practices…It must also set up those military, 
defence, police, and legal structures and functions required to 
secure private property rights and to guarantee, by force if need 
be, the proper functioning of markets. (Harvey, 2005, p. 2) 
 

 
2.3.3. Media 

Populism, whether framed in or by the media, is extensively 

documented in the West (Engesser et al., 2017; Wodak & 

Krzyzanowski, 2017). The literature demonstrates that frames, 

understood as conceptions and schemata propagated in media (Wodak, 

2015), contribute to the mainstreaming of populism, specifically right-

wing populist agenda. For example, the Bad Apple frame is used to 

characterize how populist politicians sentimentalize their anti-Roma / 

Jews / Turks agenda (Wodak, 2015). Such frame is conveyed to refer 

to “an alleged villain within the opposition or in a stigmatized minority 

group; or a conspiracy is constructed as caused by a strategically 

‘useful’ scapegoat” (Wodak, 2015, p. 60). Populist politicians who 

employ oratorical justifications to avoid blame deploy what Wodak called 

a rescue narrative frame that allows them to project a savior image 

(Wodak, 2015). Binarism is also deployed through media frames to 

cultivate two extreme imaginary camps where audiences can associate 

themselves with. For instance, the media discourse of nativism serves 
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as a traditional media frame exploited by extreme right-wing populists in 

the UK and Austria to make a reference to “the people” (Richardson & 

Wodak, 2009). Through slogans like ‘jobs for the natives’, ‘British Jobs 

for British workers’, and ‘Austria First’, nativism is accompanied by 

histories of colonialism and antisemitism to woo public sympathy 

(Richardson & Wodak, 2009). While in Italy and Germany, the binarism 

promulgated by extreme-right populists is stimulated by anti-elite 

sentiment in various platforms including newspapers and magazines, 

painting anti-populist elites as ‘cartel politicians,’ ‘highly paid,’ ‘alien to 

the people’ and ‘anti-German/Italians’ (Caiani & Della Porta, 2011). 

Here, the referential frames used to describe the leader and the people 

resonate with the discourse of old fascism: “there is a hierarchical 

(elitist) and exclusive conception of the people…(while) the strong 

criticism of the existing elites recycles the traditional antiestablishment 

frames of the old extreme right” (Alvares & Dahlgren, 2016, p. 198).  

To recall from Chapter 1, media populism deals with the use of 

stylistic and ideological elements of media “viz. the construction and 

favoritism of in-groups, hostility toward, and circumvention of the elites 

and institutions of representative democracy, reliance on charisma and 

(group-related) commonsense, and appeal to moral sentiments (thus on 

emotionalizing, personalizing, and ostentatiously plain-spoken 

discourse)” (B. Kramer, 2014, p. 48). The news media in particular 

contributes to the “legitimization of the issues, keywords and 

communication styles typical of populist leaders” (Mazzoleni, 2008, p. 

50), thus making it an indispensable tool for rallying populist causes. As 
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Mazzoleni put it, populists “are all strong personalities that perfectly fit 

the news media’s demand for the spectacular and emotional treatment 

of social reality, including political life” (Mazzoleni, 2008, p. 53). 

Journalists in particular exhibit major roles when dealing with populism: 

as gatekeepers for populist actors and their messages, as interpreters 

of populist actors’ behaviors and as originators of populist messages 

(Wettstein et al., 2018). Some even adopt a sensationalist, post-truth 

style of reporting that conflates prejudiced opinion with news reporting 

similar to the function of an attackdog press (Cammaerts et al., 2020). 

While others tend to magnify the false claims of populist actors by giving 

much attention to their politics of provocation (Cammaerts, 2018). The 

way the media pumps up the hyper-bravo image of the leader is telling 

in this regard. For instance, the affective tone in which the media 

features the “different” nationality or ethnic origin of reported terrorists 

partly enables the authoritarian reflex of the anti-immigrant, 

authoritarian-populist leader, one that seeks to exhibit a nativist value 

“to defend the tribe against outside threats, seeking collective support 

from a community of like-minded social conservatives, endorsing 

leaders defending tribal values” (Norris & Inglehart, 2019, p. 450). With 

the rise of populist politics, inter alia, Sparks observed that the media’s 

function in democratic decision-making is increasingly questioned: 

“Rightly or wrongly, substantial social groups feel that the “mainstream 

media” are not serving their public purposes but have become subject 

to elite capture” (Sparks, 2018, p. 395). Media populism thus represents 

a crisis in and of journalism which brings a host of problems to the ways 
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we problematize media and politics. To borrow from Zelizer, media 

populism is indeed another “term of choice” when defining the political 

landscape of media and democracy (Zelizer, 2015). 

At the same time, some assert that the media must show a way 

out by altering the mainstreaming of right-wing populism. Wodak called 

for alternative patterns of media reporting that is “less oriented towards 

reinforcing scandalous incidents and appearances of right-wing populist 

politicians, but towards deconstructing them” (Wodak, 2015, p. 188). It 

would be much more sensible for the media, the author continued, to 

contextualize the underlying intentions of populist politicians: “The frame 

of ‘anything goes’ could thus be firewalled and limited by exposing 

blatant lies and by contextualizing and embedding incidents in their 

appropriate context and history” (p. 188). Other scholars pointed out the 

need to counter sensationalism in journalism as this practice can only 

further the right-wing populist agenda (Alvares & Dahlgren, 2016). 

There remains a need to study how journalists and media co-construct 

and exploit societal threats because “This is an important dimension for 

countering populist discourses. We can note that the sensationalist 

tendency of journalism – to maximise anxieties and uncertainty – links 

neatly to certain currents of populist strategies” (Alvares & Dahlgren, 

2016, p. 54).  

Within the Asian context, the rich historical lineages and political 

institutional contexts of mediatized politics enable the conditions that 

give rise to populist politics (Chakravartty & Roy, 2017). In Thailand, 

Thaksin Shinawatra was a textbook case of mediated populism when 
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he utilized his family-owned media to project a pro-poor savior image 

among the Thai rural electorate. He hosted his own television show 

Backstage Show: The Prime Minister and appeared regularly on a local 

weekly radio show titled Premier Thaksin Talks with the People where 

he would chat with and solicit questions from his listeners (Moffitt, 

2015a). Narendra Modi of India, through his right-wing Hindu nationalist 

party Bharatiya Janata Party, victoriously conquered the 2014 and 2019 

elections partly through his networked broadcast media campaigns. The 

popularity of Modi was boosted by the constant playing of his television 

interview on India TV, a 24-hour Hindi language news channel, which in 

return gave the program an unprecedented commercial success and 

rating points (Chakravartty & Roy, 2015). In Trump’s America, the 

picture of mediatized populism coupled with the forces of media political 

economy shared some similarities with that of Modi’s. As in the case of 

India TV, Fox News was pivotal for Trump and so was Trump to the 

ratings of Fox, and to the commercial gains of its owner Rupert Murdoch 

(Graves, 2017). Trump too was indoctrinated and revered by right-wing 

media outlets such as Breitbart (Dean, 2017). These context-specific 

cases illustrate how populism figures in the institutional and stylistic 

elements of media. 

 

2.3.3.1. A typology of media populism 

The degrees and types of media populism vary in different ways. The 

purpose of this section is to elaborate on a simple threefold typology of 

media populism, namely (1) populism by the media, (2) populism 
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through the media and (3) populist citizen journalism as propounded by 

Esser and others (2017). The authors recognized that while a relatively 

few media outlets will intentionally craft populist resentments, “many 

others may provide windows of opportunity for populist actors and 

populist citizens, thereby multiplying and magnifying their messages in 

a professionally produced environment” (Esser et al., 2017, p. 367). 

Following this assumption, a multi-country study on media populism in 

Europe suggests the following perspectives. First, populism by the 

media means that media is actively engaged in their own kind of 

populism. It uses the two constitutive elements of political populism 

which are anti-elite and pro-people stances. Here, the media’s 

antagonism to politicians usually morphs into cynicism, while 

concurrently exerting efforts to align itself with the will of common 

citizens. But, as Esser and others (2017) observed, the critical attitude 

of media toward the elites and its advocative attitude on behalf of the 

people tend to be vague and superficial. One repercussion of which is 

that the media’s ties with the public becomes defined by media-specific 

professional and commercial goals. Second, populism through the 

media is where the media strengthens the populist messages of 

politicians, performing some sort of “media complicity.” This type, as 

pointed out by the authors, echoes Mazzoleni’s (2008) argument that 

there is a convergence of goals between the production logic of 

commercialized media and of populist movements. It assumes that, on 

the one hand, the congruence between media logic and political 

populism is stylistic and not ideological, and that media logic creates a 
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favorable structure susceptible to populist messages, on the other hand. 

And third, populist citizen journalism demonstrates the populist 

newsroom logic where media adopts the audiences’ populist messages 

usually sourced through online readers’ comments. Arguably the least 

explored type of media populism, it raises the issue of whether citizen 

discourse and journalistic discourse are increasingly becoming 

decoupled under populism (Esser et al., 2017). 

Although scholars aptly pointed out how the “global populism” 

approach tends to miss out the institutional and historical lineages from 

which populist politics arise (Chakravartty & Roy, 2017), the threefold 

typology is preferred considering its minimal conceptualization and 

extensive empirical grounding which appears more applicable to the 

present study. The hope is to map and consolidate, not unify, the ways 

in which populism is increasingly becoming a contemporary feature of 

the media ecology. From a geographical standpoint, the scholarship on 

European political communication seems to share a more explicit and 

comparative interest in media populism. It is however necessary to 

recognize that other societies particularly in Asia and Latin America 

have wide-ranging experiences on the subject. Scholars working on 

Latin American populism, for instance, use the concept of neo-populism 

to characteristically organize populism around charismatic and strongly 

personalized leadership that is determined largely, but not exclusively, 

by the complex media-politics processes typical of mass communication 

(Mazzoleni, 2003). From a media perspective, the typology offered by 

Esser and others (2017) is primarily concerned with news media 
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organizations particularly newspapers and tabloids in print and online 

formats. This is not to discard the compelling work on media populism 

through broadcast media and social media. The patterns of privatization 

among broadcast companies and what some call visual populism of 

television, for example, magnify the populist agenda of broadcast media 

(Chakravartty & Roy, 2015; Jaffrelot, 2015). Social media companies, 

on the other hand, appear to be the more prominent channel in which 

media populism is examined. Facebook and Twitter are more 

susceptible to populist-related communication as social media makes it 

easier for populists to bypass its counterpart (Ernst et al., 2019). Even 

though social media appears more receptive to populism, it does not 

necessarily follow that it is more populist than other channels like 

newspapers and tabloids (Esser et al., 2017).   

 

2.4. Synthesis 

The early work of the Frankfurt School shows that authoritarianism as 

an antidemocratic personality is consciously manufactured. The traits or 

what Adorno and his colleagues interpreted as the characteristics and 

variables of authoritarianism such as conventionalism and toughness 

demonstrate how a political leader can be receptive to antidemocratic 

propaganda (Sanford et al., 1950). In this study, the antidemocratic 

personality traits, values and styles put forth by Adorno and others are 

relevant to understanding the authoritarian tendencies of political 

leaders. These tendencies, possibly seen as early as the political 

campaign up until the election and positioning in power, can provide a 
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conceptual basis on how strongman-populist pronouncements are 

crafted. In contemporary populism, Norris and Inglehart (2019) posited 

that the authoritarian values of populist leaders are represented by the 

need for security, conformity and obedience. Kellner (2016) made a 

sensible contribution when he stressed the importance of 

deconstructing the leader’s forthright style that helps arouse public 

followings. 

Authoritarian values coupled with populist rhetoric lay the 

foundation of politics of fear (Wodak, 2015). As in Thatcherism, the fear 

stimulated by authoritarian-populist politics is best achieved through the 

combined agenda of free market, strong state and iron times (Hall & 

Jacques, 1983). The scholarship on populism indicates the need to 

problematize the power of persuasion. Kazin (1998) implied that instead 

of looking for a strict categorization of who a populist is, the more 

compelling concern is the use of populism as a mode of persuasion that 

defines who the people and the enemies are. While some hold that 

populism operates as an ideology, this study does not situate AP within 

the ideological terrain of politics. Instead, it shares the view that 

populism should be seen more of a rhetorical than an ideological style 

(Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Wodak, 2015). Although some key work 

viewed populism from a discursive and broader historical context (Hall, 

1988; Hall & Jacques, 1983; Kellner, 2016; Richardson & Wodak, 2009), 

scholars in critical and cultural studies are careful not to label such a 

populist ideology as the term is flexible and episodic in nature. To 

restate Laclau, populism “is not to be found in any political or ideological 
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content… but in a particular mode of articulation of whatever social, 

political or ideological contents” (Laclau, 2005, p. 34).  

This chapter demonstrated how the concepts of authoritarianism 

and populism materialize in different societal contexts across time. 

Authoritarianism, conceived as an indicator of fascism, has evolved into 

a sophisticated antidemocratic practice signified by a bundle of traits 

espoused by political leaders, as in the cases of Thatcherism and 

Trumpism. Authoritarianism and populism continue to occupy, if not 

dominate, the mainstream setting of politics.  

The calculated interface of authoritarianism and populism provides 

an open space for interrogating the ways political actors undermine the 

democratic pillars of media, human rights and nationalism. Political 

leaders exploit the notion of nationalism by promoting narratives that, 

while restrictive and reductionist, can galvanize segments of the public. 

They conveniently dismiss human rights as an obstruction to the 

populist vision of majority will. Through the media, the populist accounts 

of nationalism and human rights are magnified by leaders and 

formations sympathetic with the populist cause. The news media in 

particular is seen as a potent force in boosting the image of the populist 

and their messages.  

The concept of media populism underlines how populism figures 

in the institutional and stylistic elements of media. As the typology of 

media populism shows, the media deals with populist agenda by 

adopting its own kind of populism and mainstreaming the sentiments of 

populist leaders and parties. In addition, it outlines some possibilities 
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that can help the media counter populism. While the concept is more 

explicitly discussed in European political communication, there is a 

strong contention to probe the context-specific nature of media 

populism. This study hopes to elaborate the ways populist agenda are 

amplified and defied through news media. 
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CHAPTER 3. EXCLUSIONARY NATIONALISM 

 

The previous chapter discussed how authoritarian populism undermines 

the democratic features of nationalism, human rights and media. The 

following chapters will apply these conceptual tools to the Philippine 

case, starting with an analysis of Philippine nationalism. It will be 

recalled that populism rejects the existing consensus on nationalism by 

promoting a reductionist version of “the people.” As nationalism takes a 

variety of oppositional forms under populism, it is imperative to 

interrogate the antidemocratic variant of nationalism advanced by 

Duterte. 

Philippine nationalism is shaped by a vision of inclusivity and 

equality. But despite its clear articulation in existing state doctrines and 

the historical struggles where it owes much of its success, Duterte is 

replacing the vision of inclusivity, citizenship rights and a shared public 

culture with a more exclusive form of nationalism. This chapter argues 

that the manufacture of exclusionary nationalism hinges on the leader’s 

ability to capitalize on past experiences and sentiments that attack the 

perceived other and name the imaginary us. 

In the following discussions, a general definition of nationalism is 

recalled (see accounts in section 2.3.1). The first part will illustrate how 

inclusivity is embedded in the country’s political and legal doctrines. The 

next part, drawing from past Philippine experiences, will identify key 

obstructions to inclusivity. And lastly, the study will demonstrate how the 

leader capitalizes on these challenges as a way to stitch together an 
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exclusionary brand of nationalism. A reading of scholarly work on 

nationalism and reports from policy-based and media groups is 

presented in this chapter. It will show that Duterte managed to harness 

the historical seeds of exclusionary nationalism by turning them into a 

full-blown antidemocratic style of politics. 

  

3.1. The inclusive vision of Philippine nationalism  

Nationalism, Gellner posited, “is primarily a political principle, which 

holds that the political and the national unit should be congruent” 

(Gellner, 1983, p. 1). Based on this definition, nationalism can be 

interpreted as a sentiment or a movement: 

 
Nationalist sentiment is the feeling of anger aroused by the 
violation of the principle, or the feeling of satisfaction aroused by 
its fulfilment. A nationalist movement is one actuated by a 
sentiment of this kind.  
 
… nationalism is a theory of political legitimacy, which requires that 
ethnic boundaries should not cut across political ones, and, in 
particular, that ethnic boundaries within a given state – a 
contingency already formally excluded by the principle in its 
general formulation – should not separate the power-holders from 
the rest. (Gellner, 1983, p. 1) 
 

Scholars described nationalism as an ideology that envisions a 

movement (Smith, 2001). Specifically, “an ideological movement for 

attaining and maintaining autonomy, unity and identity on behalf of a 

population deemed by some of its members to constitute an actual or 

potential “nation”” (Smith, 2001, p. 224). As a global phenomenon, 

nationalism is both a reaction and a product of globalization (Delanty & 

Kumar, 2006).  
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Nationalism is taking a wide variety of forms and is more fluid than 
static. This possibly explains why there has been a global increase 
in nationalism and why it takes more oppositional forms. Globalized 
communication and movements facilitate nationalism which is also 
driven by the relentless concern with meaning and identity that is a 
feature of the present day…Where earlier forms of nationalism 
arose out of the process of modernization…nationalism today is 
postmodern and post-colonial. (Delanty & Kumar, 2006, p. 4)  
 

Set against the rising tide of xenophobic and racist politics, nationalism 

serves as a national ideology operating at the level of national identity 

yet tends to define who should be included in and excluded from state 

citizenship (Fuchs, 2018b). 

The nationalism of the Philippine state was shaped by a vision of 

inclusivity and equality – the vision being disfigured by Duterte. Explicitly 

articulated in legal and political doctrines, the 1987 Constitution 

stipulates that nationalism and patriotism must be instilled among the 

citizens. It guarantees that “The State recognizes the vital role of the 

youth in nation-building and shall promote and protect their physical, 

moral, spiritual, intellectual, and social well-being. It shall inculcate in 

the youth patriotism and nationalism, and encourage their involvement 

in public and civic affairs” (Section 13 of Article II. Declaration of 

Principles and State Policies), and that patriotism and nationalism must 

be appreciated in all educational institutions (Section 3.2. of Article XIV. 

Education, Science and Technology, Arts, Culture, and Sports) (Official 

Gazette, n.d.). The role of the marginalized sectors such as women and 

indigenous peoples in nation-building is also recognized constitutionally. 

Under Article II, Section 14 states that “The State recognizes the role of 

women in nation-building, and shall ensure the fundamental equality 
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before the law of women and men” while the rights of indigenous 

peoples are elaborated in Section 22 which declares that “The State 

recognizes and promotes the rights of indigenous cultural communities 

within the framework of national unity and development” (Official 

Gazette, n.d.). In relation to indigenous rights, the State is mandated to 

“Encourage non-formal, informal, and indigenous learning systems, as 

well as self-learning, independent, and out-of-school study programs 

particularly those that respond to community needs” (Section 4 of Article 

XIV) (Official Gazette, n.d.) and implement Republic Act 8371 or The 

Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act of 1997 aimed at protecting the rights of 

the indigenous. The vision of inclusivity, at least at the level of the State, 

is thus officially expressed and guaranteed. The implementation and 

circumvention of these doctrines on the ground, not unexpectedly, is 

another story. While the country’s legal framework for indigenous rights, 

for instance, appears to have an exemplary face value, it is observed 

that powerful business and political actors continue to undermine efforts 

at land distribution and agrarian reform, paving the way for the 

manipulation and intimidation of indigenous communities (United 

Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2020). 

 

3.1.1. Colonization and the origin of nationalism 

The inclusive vision of nationalism is a product of historical and political 

struggles against colonization and dictatorship. The Philippines, as a 

postcolonial society, traces its roots of nationalism from anti-colonial and 

liberation movements against the Spanish conquest in the 1880s, the 
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continuing American neocolonization since the 1990s, and the threat of 

global neoliberalism (relevant accounts in Agoncillo, 2002; Anderson, 

1998; Constantino, 2000c; San Juan, Jr., 2009; Tadiar, 2011). The early 

vision of nationalist liberation was thus inspired and eroded by 

colonization, a practice that is undemocratic because, inter alia, 

“colonial administrators did not prepare the colonial peoples for any 

meaningful independence and self-government. Instead, elaborate 

arrangements were made, wittingly or unwittingly, to prepare for the 

coming phase of neocolonialism” (Bauzon, 1992, p. 7). For San Juan 

Jr., “Filipino nationalism blossomed in the late sixties and seventies, but 

suffered attenuation when it was rechanneled to support the populist 

elitism of Aquino and Ramos, the lumpen populism of Estrada, and now 

the mendacious Arroyo regime” (San Juan, Jr., 2009, p. 135). Following 

Gellner’s description of nationalism, the anti-colonial and liberation 

sentiment vitalized nationalist movements which formed part of the 

national democratic struggles in the country. In particular, the case of 

the Philippines as “a dependent nation-state controlled by the United 

States in the twentieth century, national democracy as a movement has 

always been defined by events of anti-imperialist rebellion” (San Juan, 

Jr., 2009, p. 13). The progressive image of nationalism reflects that 

 
the Filipino culture of popular-democratic nationalism rooted in 
proletarian militancy constantly renews its anti-imperialist vocation 
by mobilizing new forces (women, youth, and church people in the 
sixties and the indigenous or ethnic minorities in the seventies and 
eighties). It is organically embedded in emancipatory social and 
political movements whose origin evokes in part the Enlightenment 
narrative of sovereignty and secular humanism. (San Juan, Jr., 
2009, p. 14) 
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Spain and the US served as the country’s two aggressive colonial 

masters. Spain colonized the Philippines from 1521 to 1898 and 

propagated religion as a form of politics, or what some see as a kind of 

Spanish political theology (Rafael, 2009). It successfully indoctrinated 

the vast of population with Catholicism, hence today, the country 

remains the only Catholic-dominated country in Asia with at least 85 

percent of over a hundred million Filipinos regarding themselves as 

Catholics. Historian Agoncillo pointedly described in passing the 

imposition of religion as a political rule: 

 
the friars steeped them (Filipinos) in superstitions cloaked under 
the guise of religion. They were taught to obey and follow blindly 
the teachings of the priests in order to make them docile. The result 
was the complete subordination of Filipino family life to the whims 
of the friars. In the name of religion, they perpetrated the most 
heinous crimes to keep the Filipinos obedient and ignorant and 
superstitious. It was through this Machiavellian intrigue that the 
friars were able to maintain power. (Agoncillo, 2002, p. 270)  
 

The US, on the other hand, started enforcing its educational system and 

capitalist-democratic vision of politics in most of the country in 1898, 

when Spain agreed to sell the Philippines to the US for USD 20 million 

(US State Department, n.d.) up until 1946. The American colonial policy 

dictated the establishment and expansion of a public school system 

from the primary level upward to introduce the core values of democracy 

(Abueva, 1976). Tadiar described this colonialized system of education 

as an apparatus for the diversification of American political legacy: 

 
As an institution of governmentality, the system of mass education 
established by the U.S. colonizers was an apparatus for the 
generalization of the social bases of capitalist democracy through 
the “standardization” of life and the production of “the average” 
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man. While education under Spanish colonialism had aimed to 
produce obedient subjects of religious doctrinal authority…the 
educational system under U.S. imperialism sought to produce a 
broad citizenry capable of democratic self-government (Tadiar, 
2011, p. 469)  
 

Scholars aptly argued that the Philippines as a neocolonial dependency 

of the US (Bauzon, 1992; San Juan, Jr., 2009) remains pliant to its 

former colonial master. This despite the legal credo of independence 

and Duterte’s rhetorical tirades against the US government. 

 

3.2. Major challenges to nationalism  

The vision of inclusivity, despite its much-celebrated achievement, 

continues to face obstructions that hinder its realization on the ground. 

In the following section, three major hurdles to Philippine nationalism 

are identified. First, patronage politics curbs inclusivity by 

mainstreaming the interests of patrons and elites that politicians rely on 

to maintain electoral and political power. Second, political hate is an 

obstacle to inclusive nationalism because it alienates and marginalizes 

certain sectors of society. And third, the mediated icon of the masses 

poses a threat to inclusivity as it manipulates the very term “the masses” 

in the interest of building a political empire. These challenges, as 

articulated by past Philippine leaders, inspire and arm Duterte to push 

for an exclusionary form of nationalism. Contrary to supposition that the 

Duterte era ushered in a more inclusive model of democracy (Casiple, 

2016), the following discussions will explain the fabrication of an 

exclusionary, ever-elitist, and antidemocratic brand of nationalism. 
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3.2.1. Patronage politics 

Patronage politics refers to the practice of traditional politicians to 

manipulate sources of capital such as corporations and governments to 

affirm electoral and political power. In his work on cacique democracy, 

Anderson attributed the rise of patronage politics in the Philippines to 

the way the US introduced it as a prelude to the intensification of 

national oligarchy – a system needed in winning and maintaining 

electoral positions in government (Anderson, 1998). This, Anderson 

continued, is the case when the American-style Philippine Congress 

became the setting for elected officials to seek and exchange capital 

with fellow district representatives. 

District, municipal and local politics in the country are dominated 

by local political clans wherein its members are expected to support the 

same slate of politicians during elections. According to the Center for 

People Empowerment in Governance (Cenpeg), there were about 300 

local political clans in the country as at November 2009 (ABS-CBN, 

2009). Candidates for national electoral posts aspire to win the support 

of local clans. The danger, according to Cenpeg, is that once in power, 

politicians tend to tolerate impunity, corruption and violence committed 

by the clans in the name of political alliance. It unravels the fact that the 

forceful features of local politics, represented no less by the classic 3Gs 

of guns, goons and gold in Philippine politics, continue to breed violence 

and reinforce the system of patronage. Cenpeg reported that: 

 
The fiefdoms run by local kingpins are fostered by patronage 
politics that was first introduced by American colonial masters at 
the turn of the 20th century and mastered thereafter by post-
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colonial presidents. To win in the elections and maintain their 
power, presidents kept ties with various political dynasties through 
which state resources in the form of budget allocations, pork barrel 
disguised as “development projects,” presidential favors and other 
perks are distributed. (Cenpeg, 2010) 

 

Patronage politics, through the interface of the local and the national, 

can go for the kill. This perhaps is an understatement considering the 

case of the Ampatuan-Maguindanao massacre that slaughtered 58 

individuals including 32 journalists in broad daylight of November 23, 

2009. The mass killing is a forthright manifestation of patronage and 

violence at work involving then President Arroyo and the local political 

clan of Ampatuans in Maguindanao, Mindanao. The ties between 

Arroyo and the Ampatuans, as Cenpeg put it, are “nurtured by political 

patronage that, at its worst form, breeds a politics of violence” (ABS-

CBN, 2009). 

 

3.2.1.1. Political patrons in Marcos and Cojuangco Aquino’s Philippines 

The core patron of Marcos was the military. He placed the entire country 

under martial law in 1972 which virtually took in effect until his ouster in 

1986. Marcos politicized the military force when, acting as the 

commander-in-chief of the AFP, he entrusted the military to police the 

nation with the specific aim of targeting dissidents that abet the rubric of 

communist invasion. The politicization of the military licensed Juan 

Ponce Enrile, architect of martial law, and Fidel V. Ramos, head of 

Philippine Constabulary (now PNP), to execute a military take-over of 

the State. They would later be portrayed by dominant media outlets as 

heroes of People Power I for breaking away from Marcos in the mid-



 

 90 

1980s. Enrile eventually became senator while Ramos was elected 

president succeeding Cory. With regard the military, the institution 

openly embraced the policing tactic of martial law as a way to embolden 

its own ranks. General Fabian C. Ver, Marcos’ favorite military general 

and chief of staff, became the right hand of the dictator in presiding over 

military contracts, some of which turned out to be ghost contracts 

(Drogin, 1986). The US, not unexpectedly, had its hand in the war 

against the assumed communist invasion. It extended a military aid of 

nearly USD 100 million to Marcos for the purchase of, inter alia, luxury 

helicopters which are inapt in a communist guerilla warfare (Drogin, 

1986).  

 For Cojuangco Aquino, her core patron was built around the power 

of hacienda. The Cojuangco cacique clan, according to Anderson, 

started amalgamating its economic capital in the late 1950s (Anderson, 

1998). Cory’s father, Don Jose Cojuangco, acquired the 7,000 hectares 

of the 10,300-hectare Hacienda Luisita in Tarlac in Central Luzon, the 

political bailiwick of the clan. Cory served as treasurer of her father’s 

holding company and as co-heiress of Hacienda Luisita, while Ninoy 

Aquino later headed the management of hacienda (Anderson, 1998). 

Hacienda Luisita, the most prominent sugar plantation in the 

country, is tainted by the oppressive system of patronage. On November 

16, 2004, the hacienda workers went on strike demanding the 

implementation of the land distribution order to the farmers. The 

demonstration turned out deadly when the combined state security 

forces of the PNP and Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) dispersed 
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the demonstrators. The Hacienda Luisita massacre, as it goes in history, 

slaughtered 7 farm workers and injured 121 including 11 children and 4 

elderly men, and murdered 8 more supporters of the strike in the 

succeeding weeks (Ocampo, 2014). The ownership of Hacienda Luisita, 

according to Ocampo, reflects the sorry state of patronage politics: 

 

Fearful of the Huk rebellion (a communist-led peasant rebellion 
against the Japanese imperial army in Central Luzon, Philippines), 
in 1957 Tabacalera offered to sell the hacienda plus the sugar mill. 
Political patronage got into play: President Ramon Magsaysay, the 
wedding godfather of Ninoy Aquino and Cory Cojuangco, 
convinced her father, Jose Cojuangco Sr., to buy the property with 
government support: 1) the Central Bank deposited part of the 
country’s dollar reserves with a US bank to guarantee repayment 
of a loan the bank granted to Cojuangco; and 2) the GSIS 
(Government Service Insurance System) granted Cojuangco a 
P5.9-million loan. (Ocampo, 2014)  
 

Comparing Marcos and Cojuangco Aquino, historian Constantino 

provided some light contrasts and serious similarities between the two, 

explaining that the differences between them are merely in terms of 

“personal qualities and style” (Constantino, 2000d, p. 416).  

 

President Aquino has repeatedly stated that she will be the 
opposite of Marcos. In many instances she has demonstrated her 
determination and capability to be the antithesis not only of the 
former dictator but of his wife as well. Unlike her, she dresses 
simply; unlike him, she speaks without bombast. We are mercifully 
spared the former First Lady’s frivolity, inconsiderate tardiness at 
public functions, greed and prodigality…Another contrast between 
Aquino and the Marcoses is the indecent eagerness with which the 
latter sought to inflict their names on roads, bridges and towns, 
whereas the former objects or at least is reluctant to name a school 
or the international airport after her husband. (Constantino, 2000d, 
p. 416) 
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Both former leaders, however, share striking similarities in terms of their 

pronouncements and policies. In her a la populist sentiment of “I’m not 

pro-American, I’m not pro-communist, I’m just pro-Filipino” 

(Constantino, 2000d), alongside observations of her populist elitism 

(San Juan, Jr., 2009) and elite populism (Bello, 1986), Constantino 

narrated Cojuangco Aquino’s inconsistencies: 

 
As regards our staggering foreign debt and our prostrate economy, 
Aquino’s ministers, diplomats and even she herself have adopted 
a mendicant posture by asking for more loans and more aid, and 
by pledging not to repudiate any, even the most patently unjust 
financial commitments made by the Marcos regime. Her 
government is studying various possible incentives to attract 
foreign investments, as if Marcos had not given them enough 
privileges in his time. (Constantino, 2000d, p. 417) 

 

There are however serious issues that belie the commitment of 

Cojuangco Aquino to restoring democracy and human rights. 

Constantino pointed out how the leader was incapable of following “the 

letter, much less the spirit, of the Constitution which her hand-picked 

commissioners wrote” (Constantino, 2000a, p. 418). On issues of 

vigilante groups and human rights, for example, Constantino observed: 

 
In the face of a Constitution that mandates the dismantling of 
“private armies and other armed groups” and the dissolution of “all 
paramilitary forces including the Civilian Home Defense Forces,” 
the Aquino administration has practically institutionalized vigilante 
groups which have committed worse human rights violations than 
the CHDF under Marcos…The latest fact-finding mission 
composed of Asian jurists and academicians from seven countries 
concluded that the human rights situation has “gone from bad to 
worse” since EDSA. (Constantino, 2000a, p. 418) 
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3.2.2. Political hate 

Under authoritarian populism, the propagation of political hate and the 

logic of binarism are exploited. Hate, as a political act, is seen as a 

method of labelling and demeaning “the other.” Its agents claim that 

nationalism is achieved by annihilating the other camp, that is, the 

opposition. In his work on the politics of hate, George referred to the 

phenomenon of hate spin as a way to explain how vilification and 

indignation are manufactured to exploit the group identities of “the other” 

(George, 2016).  

In the Philippines, one target of hate is the indigenous peoples. 

While the diatribe against the group is not exactly hyped and 

sentimentalized particularly in media, the extent of attack magnifies the 

othering of exclusionary nationalism. The ensuing section discusses the 

articulation of hate against the Lumad – the largest indigenous group 

yet the most impoverished minority based in Southern, Philippines. They 

comprise about 61 percent of the 14-17 million indigenous population in 

the country, according to the United Nations Development Programme 

(Rappler, 2017b). Mindanao is known for agricultural and mineral 

resources, but with rampant corruption and violence, it remains poverty-

stricken. The UN Human Rights reported that, as of March 31, 2020, 

there are 359,941 displaced individuals in Mindanao due to armed 

conflicts and natural disasters (United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights, 2020). As for the Lumad, 9 out of 10 children have no 

access to education, while the indigenous schools and learning centers 
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are often occupied by the military for counter-insurgency operations 

(Save Our Schools Network in Rappler, 2017b).  

 

3.2.2.1. Aquino III and the hate of the indigenous  

Prior to Duterte’s rants against the Lumad, the spate of killings and 

harassments of the indigenous group were documented under the 

Aquino III administration. 57 of the 71 indigenous peoples killed under 

the administration were Lumad, according to the Kalipunan ng mga 

Katutubong Mamamayan sa Pilipinas, a nationwide alliance of 

indigenous peoples’ organizations (Ragragio, 2016). Most of the victims 

were branded terrorists and members of the CPP’s armed wing New 

People’s Army (NPA) no less by the AFP and its paramilitary 

counterparts Alamara and Magahat Bagani forces (Capistrano, 2016a; 

Human Rights Watch, 2015). In the middle of public outcry, Aquino III, 

instead of condemning the indigenous killings, merely echoed the anti-

terrorism program of the military by asserting that “There is no campaign 

to kill anybody in this country. There is a campaign to go after the culprits 

of these crimes regardless of who they are” (Capistrano, 2015b). The 

leader’s response, lacking measures or the will to investigate the killings 

of Lumad, was “disappointingly predictable,” according to the Human 

Rights Watch (HRW) (Diola, 2015). The rights group remarked in its 

2016 report that the administration’s human rights record failed as there 

was “no real progress on justice for serious abuses” such as the Lumad 

killings (Arceo, 2016). For groups like the Confederation of Lumad 

Organizations of Southern Mindanao, the indigenous killings and the 
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militarization of their ancestral lands marked Aquino III’s “crooked path 

of fascism” (Ayroso, 2015). Moreover, the counter-insurgency 

agreement between the administration and the US military dubbed 

Oplan Bayanihan, loosely translated as Operation Mutual Assistance, 

laid the groundwork for the forced occupation of schools and ancestral 

lands of the indigenous group. According to the 2015 caravan 

organizers, 87 Lumad schools were inflicted with military threats, 233 

cases of human rights violations against Lumad children were 

documented, and over 40,000 indigenous members were forcibly 

displaced due to militarization (Ragragio, 2016). 

 

3.2.3. Pro-masses image 

The pro-masses image portrays the leader as pure embodiment of the 

masses. It is nurtured through media culture industry, making the media 

the chief purveyor of the leader’s messiah-ness. This mediatized 

representation, through the case of Estrada, poses a grave threat to the 

inclusive vision of nationalism as it idealizes “the people” as mere 

passive members of a personalized political empire.  

 

3.2.3.1. Estrada and the mediatized icon of the masses 

Estrada was Philippine president from 1998 to 2001. He is to many 

known as Erap, an anagram of the Filipino word pare which means 

bosom buddy. The leader was toppled by a people’s uprising dubbed as 

People Power II due to plunder and massive corruption. He later ran and 

won as mayor of the capital Manila for two consecutive terms from 2013 
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to 2019. Estrada lost his final mayoral bid in 2019 to his former vice-

mayor, Isko Moreno. Perceived by many as a gambler, alcoholic and 

womanizer, the leader rose to national political power largely due to his 

famed artistic role in national cinema. 

He masterfully deployed the masses (masa) in his action films as 

a cornerstone of his presidential campaign and governance (Tolentino, 

2016). In social terms, the concept is attributed to the common people 

or oftentimes simply “the people.” While there too is a reference to “the 

vulgar” and “the rabble,” Williams mentioned in passing that the 

significant noun at some point in time was “multitude” which described 

the masses in terms of large numbers (Williams, 1985, p. 192). In its 

political use, Williams continued, the masses can be seen either as the 

subject or the object of social action. Under Estrada, “the masses” refers 

to the voters and supporters of his administration who are 

socioeconomically classified as classes D and E and are regarded as 

the working class and the poor. During the 1998’s 11-man presidential 

exit poll, for instance, the leader was far preferred by D and E voters 

compared to his contenders (Social Weather Stations, 1998). 

Arguing that the masses in Estrada’s films are “massified, i.e., 

individuals forced by circumstance to bond together and search for a 

liberator” (Tolentino, 2016, p. 228), the author explained that the leader 

through his stardom in action films: 

 

depicted characters in solidarity with, and providing leadership for, 
the masses. So successful is his filmic career that his double 
excess, more than the usual excess attributed to aspiring 
politicians (of being a gambler, womanizer and alcoholic), was 
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pardonable, even as the foibles of other candidates and politicians 
were not. His campaign slogan “Erap para sa Mahirap” (Erap for 
the poor) was not so much based on genuine pro-masses politics 
as it was just a mnemonically and rhetorically effective device 
mobilized in his campaign. (Tolentino, 2016, p. 227) 

 

Gangsterism or “a clique illicitly running the affairs of the nation” 

(Tolentino, 2016, p. 248) was a strategic part of Estrada’s film image 

and later on of his brand of politics. Politically honed under Marcos, the 

gangsterism-authoritarian style of Estrada was molded no less by what 

the author described as the Marcosian trace aimed at reinstalling the 

Marcoses and their cronies to a mass degree of public acceptance.  

Estrada was able to carry over his projected practices in films into 

the presidency. One telling example in this regard is gambling, a scene 

visible in his films, that reflected in his policy. During his presidential 

term, more gambling activities like jai-alai and on-line bingo were 

legalized in conjunction with existing lotto and casino (Tolentino, 2016). 

The author observed how the two noontime television shows in the 

country adjusted their scheduling to give way for the cultural 

phenomenon of gambling. As part of the new programming, the shows 

started giving out huge sums of money and prizes to their contestants 

as a way to promote the mass appeal of television entertainment. Here, 

the monetary rewards were usually higher than the average annual 

income of the masses. 

 
As a consequence of this televisual psychosis, people fall in line 
for months, just to be able to have a chance to participate in the 
contests. Behind this cultural phenomenon, based on the 
popularization of gambling as a vehicle for social mobility, is a 
social helplessness, masses of individuals waiting for a material 
redemption of their plights. It also underscores the fact that the 
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symbolic imagery of Estrada is no longer enough to bolster the 
masses; the masses are already awaiting real remuneration for 
their participation in the Estrada machine. (Tolentino, 2016, p. 249) 

 

Tolentino implied that the masses are mediated in the sense that they 

represent and are representative of the very image of Estrada. On the 

one hand, the masses are the ordinary people, the target audience of 

Estrada’s films. On the other hand, Estrada found in them the very 

image he needed to build on his political ambition. 

 

3.3. Duterte and exclusionary nationalism  

Duterte advances an exclusionary form of nationalism through the 

inimical narratives of populism. He capitalizes on patronage, hate and 

pro-ordinary people image reminiscent of past Philippine leaders. But 

far from his forerunners, he explicitly names and blatantly castigates his 

critics in public – a tactic waved under the banner of extreme ideological 

polarization. Scholars observed how his punitive messaging was very 

different from Estrada or Binay’s pro-poor slogan and Aquino III’s good-

governance platform (Thompson, 2016b). Aided by a regime of loyalists, 

Duterte’s nationalism is circulated via traditional and networked formats 

of communications such as public speeches and social media. 

 

3.3.1. The anti-indigenous rhetoric 

The Lumad is publicly vilified and marginalized through the articulation 

of hate. Such hate projects the populist as a hyper-masculine nationalist 

capable of militarily cleansing the “enemies of the State.” Against the 

vision of inclusivity guaranteed in the present constitution and laws like 
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The Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act of 1997, Duterte claims that the 

indigenous children are taught “to rebel against (the) government” 

(Guardian, 2017), and thus its resisting ranks must be annihilated. In 

July 2017, he unleashed a threat against the indigenous: “Get out of 

there, I’m telling the Lumads now. I’ll have those bombed, including your 

structures…I will use the armed forces, the Philippine air force” 

(Guardian, 2017). In December 2018, the leader hinted that he would 

revive a draconian, Marcos-era hamletting to segregate the indigenous 

population from known territory of “insurgents” that is communist 

fighters. Speaking in his hometown Davao, he warned that “I will hamlet 

them (referring to the Lumad). Why? Because if they remain scattered, 

they are really in danger” (Ranada, 2018b). In the context of counter-

insurgency operations between the Philippine and the American forces, 

the leader justified how the indigenous can be used to fight the 

communist NPA: 

 
Now I will hamlet them. You natives won’t be able to say that you’re 
being imprisoned. But I will make a secure place for you that will 
be your territory for the meantime. I will be the one to decide 
whether you’ll be given arms. No one else will be able to enter. You 
will be the ones who will guard it.  
 
Nobody else can enter. There will be no other tribe. It’s all for you. 
But if I say that the Matigsalug (a Lumad tribe) will be here, don’t – 
I’ll tell the military and police to operate in your area. Guard the 
place and if you see them, shoot them right away.  
 
If you don’t, he’ll go back and take your gun. Anyway, you don’t 
need to say the human rights (groups) will be keeping count. Eh 
natural. As long as he’s carrying a gun or a bolo, ‘Are you an NPA?’ 
Ah they’ll leave right away. If I were you I’ll say, ‘This was Duterte’s 
orders.’ (Ranada, 2018b)  
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Back in February 2018, Duterte already expressed his desire to relocate 

the Lumad – a plan lambasted by indigenous peoples groups like the 

Kahugpongan sa mga Lumad sa Mindanao (Mindanao-wide Lumad 

Organization) that saw the leader’s move as “a total sell-out” of the 

indigenous land to foreign multinational corporations (Jerusalem, 2018). 

For the Commission on Human Rights (CHR), threats including the 

bombing of Lumad schools would violate the International Humanitarian 

Law which guarantees protection to non-combatants and civilians like 

the indigenous. The Commission added that instead of a militarist 

approach, “The solution is the delivery of socio-economic services – 

providing schools, housing, and other needs of IP communities and 

protect their native land” (Commission on Human Rights, 2017a). 

Coupled with Duterte’s crass rhetoric is his endorsement of 

nefarious policy that targets the lands and rights of the indigenous, that 

is militarization which has become far more entrenched in the region 

since at least the Marcos regime. Under Aquino III, for example, two 

Lumad leaders and a school director were butchered by members of the 

paramilitary group Magahat Bagani in Surigao del Sur, eastern coast of 

Mindanao (Capistrano, 2015a). 
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Photo 2. The paradox of Duterte’s call to stop Lumad killings back in 
2015 versus his administration’s attack against the indigenous group 
which resulted in the murder of 33 Lumad as of 2018. Retrieved April 

28, 2019 from 
https://twitter.com/alcadevinc/status/1084851256978362369. 

 
 

As a result, about 500 Lumad evacuated their village out of fear and 

military presence. A year after the killings of indigenous leaders and in 

to the Duterte presidency, the military forces were still occupying the 

village while the indigenous group remained in the evacuation camps. 

Under the militarization scheme, the installation of military forces is 

almost always justified as part of the counter-insurgency program of the 

State to hunt down its declared enemy, the communist rebels. 

Militarization thus falls under the rubric of the Philippine-American 

military relations. It is worth pointing out that it persists overwhelmingly 

in Mindanao given the resisting formations spearheaded by indigenous 

and human rights groups against the threats of military occupation and 

abusive mining practices by multinational corporations (United Nations 

High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2017). The corporatization of 

Mindanao, this study maintains, is reinforced no less by the military 
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machineries of the State and its allied commercial apparatuses under 

the banner of militarization. 

 

3.3.2. Patronizing the police and military 

The police and military serve as the chief political patrons of Duterte. 

The politicization of the security forces, political scientists explained, is 

one legacy of the post-Marcos authoritarian rule and is rooted in two 

sets of experiences: first, by having a taste of direct political power when 

they were assigned as martial law administrators and heads of 

government and private corporations and second, by upholding the 

myth that the military is the nation’s savior-guardian (Rivera, 2002). 

Inspired by Marcos, Duterte uses the security apparatus of the State to 

aid his policies of war on drugs and militarization. The extent of the drug 

war and militarization is detailed in sections 4.3 and 3.3.1, respectively. 

What remains to be seen is the dynamics of patronage between the 

leader and his security forces. In this regard, it is necessary to point out 

how the leader exacerbates the practice of appointing police and military 

personnel to key civilian posts in government as he has repeatedly 

expressed how former officials can help the administration’s anti-

corruption drive within the system. Given his frustrations over rampant 

corruption at the Bureau of Customs, Duterte declared: “I will not sit as 

President and let you render me inutile as you continue with your 

corruption there in Customs... Son of a bitch, now you have a 

problem…They say it’s militarization of the government. Correct” (Gita, 

2018). Three years into the presidency, he has appointed 46 former 
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police and military officers to key posts, including 10 Cabinet and 

Cabinet-level positions in the national defense, environment and natural 

resources, social welfare and development, interior and local 

government, and information and communications technology 

departments. When one senator raised the alarm against the perceived 

militarization of the government, the leader fired back and said: “What’s 

his problem? I prefer military (men)… Why do you criticize me? It's my 

prerogative. It is not prohibited by law…Mind your belly first before 

interfering with my job” (Rappler, 2019b). 

 

3.3.3. Homogenized opposition 

Dilawan (Yellow) or Yellowtards, contrary to the political color of Duterte 

that is orange, is one oratorical device used by the leader to name and 

stigmatize his critics. The yellow as an opposition color, it must be noted, 

is misinformed to begin with as the current political opposition is not 

strongly aligned with the previous administration of Aquino III and the 

Liberal Party. Some of the regarded personalities, such as former 

Supreme Court Chief Justice Maria Lourdes Sereno and former Bayan 

Muna party-list representative Neri Colmenares, are in fact not 

associated with the previous administration. But given Duterte’s enmity 

coupled with an incendiary army of social media propagandists, the 

yellow label has become a tactic deployed to homogenize the critics of 

the administration. They label the color yellow, so are their proclaimed 

detractors, with elitism, incompetence and sham nationalism. For 

example, Photo 3, posted in connection with the 2019 midterm elections 
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on October 31, 2018 by a pro-Duterte Facebook page Duterte Today, 

denotes a homogenous camp of political opposition. On the one hand, 

it lists some of the closely affiliated politicians with Aquino III’s Liberal 

Party, like Mar Roxas (in blue shirt, upper right) and Bam Aquino (in 

black, below Roxas). On the other hand, it mislabels former Bayan Muna 

representative Teddy Casiño (below left) as a member of the Liberal 

Party and a 2019 candidate. In another social media meme (Photo 4), 

the word Yellowtards paints a gloomy picture of political dissidents. It 

implies how fortunate the Duterte apologists are as opposed “the other” 

who can face arrest and incarceration. In the photo, the first row shows 

journalist Maria Ressa, next is actress Agot Isidro and her infuriated 

image in character, and the third row is a relaxed Uson who speaks on 

behalf of the Duterte Diehard Supporters. 

 
 

Photo 3. “If we (critics) win, you will eat fish ball for the rest of your 
lives.” Fish ball is a popular and cheap street food in the country. The 
photo falsely homogenizes Duterte’s perceived detractors. Retrieved 

December 6, 2019 from 
https://www.facebook.com/DuterteToday/photos/a.1015211840880637

9/10156108243396379/?type=3&theater.  
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Photo 4. The use of Yellowtards aims to mortify dissidents. This image 
was posted by Uson on her Facebook page Mocha Uson Blogger on 

February 13, 2019. Retrieved December 6, 2019 from 
https://www.facebook.com/Mochablogger/photos/a.336559381521/101

57245359211522/?type=3. 
 

 

3.4. Summary 

Despite the strong articulations of inclusivity and equality in State 

doctrines, exclusionary nationalism persists, enabling political actors to 

exploit existing and innovative techniques of othering. This chapter has 

shown how, lofty state principles aside, Philippine democracy’s 

commitment to inclusivity was always deeply flawed. Duterte’s 

predecessors presided over systems that entrenched the power of elites 

and marginalized millions. Duterte has capitalized on these pre-existing 

tendencies. Unlike any of his forerunners, the leader reformats the 

inclusive vision of nationalism by blatantly naming and reviling his 
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proclaimed enemies in public. He relies on his unruly rhetoric and hostile 

support blocs to subjugate oppositional voices. The act of othering spurs 

the leader’s loyalists and social media propagandists to stoke hate 

against group and political identities like the indigenous Lumad and 

political opposition. In addition, Duterte’s vision of exclusivity is 

consonant with a political persona that puts much faith in a militarized 

government. By appointing an unprecedented number of military and 

police personnel to key government posts, he does not merely project a 

strong, disciplined nation but also appears to go after the unwavering 

support of the security forces in the fight against his proclaimed enemies 

of the State. 
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CHAPTER 4. ANTI-HUMAN RIGHTS 

 

The preceding chapter showed how Duterte capitalizes on past 

experiences to advance exclusionary nationalism. Aside from exploiting 

the antidemocratic narratives of exclusivity, it will be recalled that 

populist leaders proclaim human rights as a nemesis that obstructs their 

notion of majority will by resorting to rhetoric and policy that go against 

the fundamentals of civil liberties. Against this backdrop, it is necessary 

to examine how the Philippine leader deploys populism as a rhetorical 

style of communication to attack human rights. 

 Many assumed that the Philippine public had a strong appreciation 

for the value of democratic rights and freedoms. More than in most 

Asian countries, the public had predilections for human rights, so it 

seemed. Notwithstanding the legal and political realization of the term, 

the ensuing sections will demonstrate that human rights violations and 

abuses persisted and indeed have entered a new vicious phase under 

Duterte. 

This chapter contends that the established rights and freedoms 

are mediated through a system of class patronage and reformatted by 

the popular discourses of strongman and fake news. A general 

understanding of human rights is described (see accounts in section 

2.3.2), followed by data sources, and analysis of class patronage and 

anti-human rights discourses. It will show how Duterte consolidated the 

historically established blocs of power in Philippine mainstream politics 
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to cement a populist might aimed at undermining free expression and 

independent media. 

 

4.1. Human rights in the Philippines 

Human rights are a set of basic rights and freedoms that are guaranteed 

by law, treaties and general principles: 

 
Universal human rights are often expressed and guaranteed by 
law, in the forms of treaties, customary international law, general 
principles and other sources of international law. International 
human rights law lays down obligations of Governments to act in 
certain ways or to refrain from certain acts, in order to promote and 
protect human rights and fundamental freedoms of individuals or 
groups. (United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
n.d.) 
 

 
Through the United Nation’s core human rights treaties, particularly the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and 

International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 

(ICESCR), rights are broadly classified as civil and political rights (CPR) 

and economic, social, and cultural rights (ESCR) (Clapham, 2015). 

Recent political shifts and struggles resulted in a third category of rights 

called solidarity rights (Landman, 2006). CPR include rights to life and 

liberty, fair trials and protection from torture, and freedoms of 

expression, religion, association and peaceful assembly; ESCR cover 

rights to education, food, housing, and health care; and solidary rights 

include right to public goods such as development and the environment 

(Landman, 2006).  

In the Philippines, a robust tradition of human rights is recognized 

constitutionally and politically. While human rights discourses and 
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issues, as they are known today, were certainly rampant during the 

Spanish and American colonization and the Japanese invasion, 

scholars appear to share a consensus that it was at the height of the 

Marcos dictatorial regime in the 1970s that the notion of human rights 

started to figure its constitutional and political place in the country 

(Jetschke, 2011; Pangalangan, 2011).  

Rights such as free expression and right of association were 

guaranteed in all past and present Philippine Constitutions of 1899, 

1935, 1973 and 1987. For example, the 1935 Constitution, a faithful 

copy of the US Constitution drafted by Filipinos and approved by the 

American Congress, provided an express bill of rights including periodic 

elections and free market, while the post-Marcos and current 1987 

Constitution elaborated these rights through Article III. Bill of Rights and 

human rights through Article XIII. Social Justice and Human Rights 

which gave birth to the constitutional body CHR (Pangalangan, 2002). 

It is a declared policy that “The State values the dignity of every human 

person and guarantees full respect for human rights” (Section 11 of 

Article II. Declaration of Principles and State Policies), with all 

educational institutions expected to inculcate respect for human rights 

in teaching (Section 3.2 of Article XIV. Education, Science and 

Technology, Arts, Culture, and Sports) (Official Gazette, n.d.). While the 

subject of human rights is taught by Philippine schools only on a 

voluntary basis, the Makabayan (Patriotic) bloc of party-list groups in the 

House of Representatives refiled in July 2019 the Human Rights 

Education Act which seeks the mandatory study of human rights in all 
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levels of education. Furthermore, the safeguard of certain political rights 

is guaranteed by laws such as the Anti-Torture Act of 2009 (Republic 

Act 9745) and the Anti-Enforced or Involuntary Disappearance Act of 

2012 (Republic Act 10353). The role of people’s organizations including 

human rights formations is equally guaranteed. Sections 15 and 16 of 

Article XIII. Social Justice and Human Rights stipulate that: 

 
Section 15: The State shall respect the role of independent 
people’s organizations to enable the people to pursue and protect, 
within the democratic framework, their legitimate and collective 
interests and aspirations through peaceful and lawful means. 
 
Section 16: The right of the people and their organizations to 
effective and reasonable participation at all levels of social, 
political, and economic decision-making shall not be abridged. That 
State shall, by law, facilitate the establishment of adequate 
consultation mechanisms. (Official Gazette, n.d.) 

 

As previously mentioned, the popularization of human rights 

started to gain momentum in the 1970s. When Marcos declared martial 

law in September 1972, he dismantled the 1935 Constitution and 

replaced it with the 1973 Constitution that legitimized his call for a 

“constitutional authoritarian” government. As a constitutional-

authoritarian leader of his self-pronounced New Society, a society free 

from subversives and communists, Marcos disfigured human rights by 

abolishing the legislature and by denying arrested political activists and 

journalists the right to habeas corpus and the freedom from torture 

(Jetschke, 2011). To justify his belligerent attitude to human rights, 

Marcos claimed, first, that equality rather than freedom is the more 

compelling goal of a developing country. Second, he argued that 

Western liberalism is not the appropriate model for a developing 
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country, and that his rights-oriented critics are merely imitating the West 

– a precursor of the Asian values argument held by Singapore’s Lee 

Kuan Yew and Malaysia’s Mahathir Mohammad. Third, he maintained 

that his one-man rule of constitutional authoritarianism was backed by 

the power of the law (Pangalangan, 2011). As constitutionally 

guaranteed rights are often not realized on the ground, rights violations 

coupled with State-sponsored violence and impunity led people’s 

organizations to advocate for more ways of strengthening human rights 

(Brooten, 2011; Simmons, 2014; Teodoro, 2012).  

As a political movement, the notion of human rights gained ground 

through a plethora of campaigns launched by activist formations. The 

Marcos regime became the political setting of groups like the Task Force 

Detainees of the Philippines (TFDP) and Free Legal Assistance Group 

(FLAG) which provided voluntary and legal assistance to political 

detainees under the dictatorship (Jetschke, 2011). The TFDP, a group 

founded by the Association of Major Religious Superiors, conducted 

groundbreaking work in documenting individual cases of torture and 

political imprisonment nationwide to the extent that its work became a 

standard for other organizations to establish databases of human rights 

violations. TFDP and FLAG served as a model in setting up and 

collaborating with other rights-oriented groups domestically and 

internationally. The anti-dictatorial campaign which was eventually 

transformed into a transnational human rights advocacy movement 

helped put Marcos into question at home and abroad, and forced the 

US government, then led by the Carter administration, to pressure 
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Marcos and his military to introduce political reforms – a move that 

forced the dictator to call for elections in 1978 (Jetschke, 2011). Marcos 

was compelled to engage in a dialogue with his detractors including 

representatives of Amnesty International and International Commission 

of Jurists over the question of rights violations. While he started to 

reaffirm his “irrevocable commitment” to human rights and announced 

an end to martial law sometime between 1977 and 1978, widespread 

rights abuses only escalated, until People Power I dethroned the dictator 

in 1986.  

The human rights impetus appeared reactivated at least during the 

early transition stage from Marcos to Cojuangco Aquino’s Philippines. 

An interim charter called Freedom Constitution replaced the Marcos 

Constitution and governed the country for a year until the 1987 

Constitution took over. The current 1987 Constitution specified the bill 

of rights and instituted an independent constitutional body tasked to 

monitor the nationwide state of human rights. International human rights 

standards and provisions were incorporated into the domestic legal 

structure, with the ratification of the ICCPR in 1986, the First Optional 

Protocol in 1989 which allowed individuals to file complaints to the 

Human Rights Committee, and the International Convention against 

Torture and Other Inhuman or Degrading Treatment (Jetschke, 2011).  

Despite the momentary achievement of reclaiming human rights, 

abuses under Cojuangco Aquino and in succeeding Philippine 

administrations persisted. The killings of journalists and 

environmentalists, torture and application of unnecessary force by the 
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police, abuses by armed paramilitary groups, and the unjust 

implementation of the minimum labor wage continue to spoil the 

country’s human rights record (Amnesty International, 2017a). The 

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (UN Human 

Rights), in its June 2020 report, stressed how the government’s scaled-

up anti-terrorism efforts acutely impact various human rights groups, 

journalists and trade unionists (United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights, 2020). The human rights body alerted that new laws and 

amendments aimed at strengthening public order and countering 

terrorism, such as the proposed restoration of death penalty for drug-

related offences and the 2020 Anti-Terrorism Act, risk eroding 

constitutional and legal protections. It recommended, inter alia, to cease 

and repeal the government’s anti-drug campaigns Project Tokhang and 

Project Double Barrel. The administration through its presidential 

spokesperson, however, insisted that it cannot commit to the full 

implementation of the human rights body’s recommendations “given the 

faulty conclusions on which they were premised” (San Juan, 2020). The 

task of this chapter is to show how Duterte managed to benefit from 

these callous shortcomings and to examine the popular discourses and 

factors that permeate the atrocious state of human rights. 

 

4.1.1. Why human rights under Duterte? 

Many assumed that the Philippines had a strong understanding of the 

value of human rights. However, this appears to be a myth considering 

the deliberate and systemic State-sponsored attacks on civil liberties 
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since at least the Marcos regime. Duterte builds on this paradoxical 

legacy while concurrently advancing and weaponizing his very own 

brand of anti-human rights agenda. His open antipathy to human rights 

is what sets him apart from past Philippine leaders. Unlike Marcos who 

ideologized human rights only to replicate America’s McCarthyist, anti-

communist scheme, Duterte simply invokes his “leave us alone” mantra 

against foreign rights groups that form part of his perceived Western-

orchestrated human rights. Compared with Arroyo who deployed the 

formalist and legal approach to human rights only to excuse human 

rights violators (Pangalangan, 2011), he proudly encourages the police 

force to violate the norms and standards of human rights whenever 

someone gets in the way of his war on drugs. As this chapter will 

illustrate, Duterte’s rhetoric is only at the surface of the administration’s 

hostility to human rights. A more revealing way of dealing with anti-

human rights, this study maintains, is to look at popular and structural 

discourses that shape up the authoritarian-populist might of the leader. 

While his treatment of human rights is not a total break from past 

Philippine experiences, the means and machineries – innovative, 

austere and penal as they are – exploited by the populist deserve a 

timely interrogation.  

Under Duterte, extrajudicial killings remain the chief human rights 

concern in the country, according to the US State Department (2019). 

The report cited that, from January to September 2018 alone, 673 

killings suspected to be connected with the Philippine government’s 
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campaign against illegal drugs were recorded in police operations, 

alongside other violations of CPR and ESCR: 

 
Human right issues included unlawful or arbitrary killings by 
security forces, vigilantes, and others allegedly connected to the 
government, and by insurgents; forced disappearances; torture; 
arbitrary detention; harsh and life-threatening prison conditions; 
political prisoners; arbitrary or unlawful interference with privacy; 
criminal libel; killings of and threats against journalists; official 
corruption and abuse of power; and the use of forced and child 
labor. (US State Department, 2019, p. 1) 

 

For its part, the Commission on Human Rights (CHR) reported rights 

violations in connection with the relentless drug war, extension of Martial 

Law over the entire island of Mindanao from May 2017 until 2019, 

legislative agenda reintroducing death penalty, public threats, 

intimidation and false information against human rights defenders, 

journalists and oversight actors (Commission on Human Rights, 2017b). 

 The study contends that human rights are further delegitimized in 

the era of authoritarian-populist politics. Duterte, through his 

authoritarian posturing, continues to unleash a series of derogatory 

assaults on human rights defenders and the dissenting public. This 

chapter demonstrates how the discourses of strongman and fake news 

solidify the anti-human rights agenda of the administration (Ragragio, 

2020b). As each of these discourses evolves into anti-human rights 

scheme, its enemies are crystal clear: democratic rights, critical 

pluralism and free expression. 

The analysis of the system of class patronage looks at the holy 

trinity of power among Duterte, Marcos and Arroyo – undeniably three 

of the long-established blocs of authoritarian power in Philippine politics. 
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It illustrates how populist might is mediated and shaped by Duterte’s 

historical ties with former Philippine leaders. The strongman discourse 

centers on the war on drugs that murdered and alienated tens of 

thousands of impoverished urban individuals. And studying fake news 

rhetoric shows how political and cyber-attacks and disinformation 

propaganda exploit the narrative of opportunism and hate. 

 

4.2. Data sources 

Aside from the reviewed media reports (see Appendix 4) and press 

statements of human rights formations, this chapter draws on interviews 

with the following key informants: a human rights activist, press freedom 

advocate, development organization representative, and academic. The 

interview respondents are Cristina Palabay, secretary general of human 

rights group Karapatan (Rights) Alliance for the Advancement of 

People's Rights, Rowena C. Paraan, former chairperson and current 

consultant of the National Union of Journalists of the Philippines (NUJP), 

Jose Enrique Africa, executive director of research and development 

group Ibon Foundation, and Rolando B. Tolentino, professor at the 

University of the Philippines (UP) Film Institute and former dean of the 

UP College of Mass Communication. Palabay, Paraan and Tolentino 

were interviewed in Manila, Philippines from August 10 to 16, 2018 while 

Africa was interviewed online from September 29 to October 19, 2018.  

The media reports, press statements and interviews helped draw 

the link between discursive practices and settings from which the 

practices arise. To reiterate Wodak, there is thus an assumed 
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“dialectical relationship between particular discursive practices and the 

specific fields of action (including situations, institutional frames and 

social structures), in which they are embedded” (Wodak, 2003, p. 135). 

The reports and statements uncovered the narration of apposite cases 

and events, while the professional and personal accounts of 

interviewees complemented the political context of the topic (Lindlof & 

Taylor, 2011). The use of semi-structured interviews allows leeway for 

both interviewee and interviewer to follow up on topics and angles 

deemed more fitting to the study (Brinkmann, 2014). As a critical inquiry, 

the interview adopts a constructionist approach where participants are 

active co-constructors of data, and that these data are read with 

reflexivity and in an iterative manner (Charmaz, 2017). Qualitative 

scholars inferred that interviewing is inextricably and unavoidably 

historically, politically and contextually bound which means that 

“interviews are not neutral tools of data gathering but rather active 

interactions between two (or more) people leading to negotiated, 

contextually based results” (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 698).  

It is vital to note of other discourses, albeit less popular, that 

underpin the authoritarian-populist might of the leader. These include 

anti-women rights pronouncements, the killings and arbitrary arrests of 

political activists, the killings of environmentalists and local government 

officials, the red-tagging of teachers and human rights lawyers, 

Duterte’s mendicant ties with Trump’s America, Xi’s China and Putin’s 

Russia, and his rhetorical tirades against elite institutions like the 

Catholic Church hierarchy. The discourses of strongman and fake news 
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are nonetheless chosen considering the thematic visibility of the topics 

in the scholarship and the academic and political interest of the 

researcher in them. 

 

4.3. The system of class patronage 

As mentioned in section 4.1 that alongside the strong pro-human rights 

current in Philippine political discourse, there has always been a 

countervailing anti-human rights tendency. This penchant for anti-

human rights came to the fore under Marcos and were apparent in 

subsequent administrations. Duterte is picking up and strengthening 

these antidemocratic predilections as he stitches his own brand of anti-

human rights through the system of class patronage. 

The political control over the distribution and implementation of 

State policy is the core feature of patronage politics (Kenny, 2013). At 

the same time, patronage politics demonstrates how the long-

established blocs of power unite to set and govern the terms of 

mainstream politics (Anderson, 1988). The system of class patronage 

enables these blocs to escalate the call for a more unified yet 

paradoxically diverse space of politics. As the authoritarian-populist 

dogma of Thatcherism once presaged: there is no alternative (Hall, 

1988). Class patronage is characterized by the Duterte – Marcos – 

Arroyo alliance or what the study refers to as the holy trinity of power of 

anti-human rights.  
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4.3.1. Duterte and Marcos: The history that binds 

One main reason that associates Duterte with the Marcoses is the 

historical ties that bind the two families. The leader recognized this fact 

by narrating how his father, former Cabinet member of Marcos, stood 

by the side of the dictator: 

 
My father was one of the two who stood by Marcos in his darkest 
hours. Everybody was shifting to the Liberal (Party) at the time, kay 
(to) Diosdado Macapagal (father of Gloria Macapagal Arroyo), and 
it was only (former Zamboanga del Sur Governor Bienvenido) 
Ebarle and my father who stood by Marcos. That is why when he 
won, my father was one of the Cabinet members of Marcos. So 
iyan ang ano namin (that’s our situation), I cannot really dissociate 
(myself). (Placido, 2016) 
 

 
Duterte is following the footsteps of Marcos who systematized plunder 

and human rights abuses during the martial law era from 1972 to 1986. 

The government’s Presidential Commission on Good Government 

(PCGG), tasked to recover the ill-gotten wealth of the Marcoses and 

their cronies, estimated that the regime amassed USD 10 billion during 

the 14-year conjugal dictatorship. In 1972, for instance, the USD 39 

million that the US gave Marcos for the Philippine troops in Vietnam 

“disappeared” (Bonner, 1988, p. 128). On the part of Imelda, the 

infamous Iron Butterfly of the Philippines, the systemic plunder was 

evidenced, inter alia, by the yearly collection of business “donations” for 

her birthday amounting to USD 500,000 and the extravagant display of 

the First Lady’s “department store-size closets of dresses, more than a 

thousand pairs of shoes, 500 black brassieres, and vats of perfume… 

sacks of pearl earrings, diamond earrings, and ruby necklaces worth 

millions and millions of dollars” (Bonner, 1988, p. 21). The PCGG, as of 
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January 2013, averred that it has by far recovered USD 4 billion in cash 

and assets (Ocampo, 2013). In terms of foreign debt, the USD 360 

million that Marcos inherited from Diosdado Macapagal in 1965 spiked 

up to USD 28 billion in 1986, something the country would continue to 

pay until 2025 (Teodoro, 2018). As far as Marcos’ human rights record 

is concerned, McCoy documented how rampant the abuses were under 

the dictatorship: 

 
Under Marcos military murder was the apex of a pyramid of terror 
with 3,257 killed, an estimated 35,000 tortured, and some 70,000 
arrested. To subdue the population with terror, some 2,520 victims, 
an overwhelming 77 percent of Filipinos who died, were salvaged, 
that is, tortured and killed with the scarred remains dumped for 
display. (McCoy, 2009, p. 403) 
 

 
These estimates are not distant to those of Amnesty International 

Philippines that recorded 3,240 murdered, 34,000 tortured and 70,000 

imprisoned, most of whom were arbitrarily arrested and detained 

(Amnesty International Philippines, 2016). SELDA (Samahan ng Ex-

Detainees Laban sa Detensyon at Aresto or Alliance of Ex-Detainees 

Against Detention and Arrest), an organization of incarcerated political 

dissidents, asserted that there are 9,539 martial law victims who are still 

fighting for recognition and remuneration in court as of 2014 (Karapatan, 

2014). 

 

4.3.2. Honoring the old and the young Marcos 

Consistent with his word of standing with the Marcoses, Duterte put an 

end to the 27-year controversy when he endorsed the burial of the 

dictator at the Heroes’ Cemetery in November 2016. Through the 
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Department of National Defense Secretary Delfin N. Lorenzana and 

Armed Forces of the Philippines Chief of Staff General Ricardo R. 

Visaya, the planning for the burial started on August 7, 2016 through a 

memorandum order from Lorenzana to Visaya. Human rights and 

activist formations opposed such move, saying that Marcos was “a 

fascist who committed countless human rights violations, not worthy of 

any honor” (Davao Today, 2016). On November 8, 2016, the Supreme 

Court voted favorably (9 affirmative and 5 otherwise) for the dictator’s 

interment at the Heroes’ Cemetery. The presumed aim of the Highest 

Court was to foster “national unity and healing” but, as Ocampo 

observed, the ruling instead “stoked anew public protests and 

indignation across the nation – and justly” (Ocampo, 2016). The actual 

date of the ceremony was unannounced until it suddenly took place, 

upon the request of the Marcos family, as a private event on November 

18, 2016 – 10 days after the court ruling – which enraged various groups 

and human rights formations. Those based in Duterte’s hometown like 

Konsyensya Dabaw (Conscience Davao) decried the move and 

expressed disappointment in the leader: 

 
We are severely disappointed to learn that President Duterte has 
full knowledge of the burial plans according to PNP Chief Director 
General Dela Rosa. This makes us ask, do the victims of Martial 
Law and those who oppose the hero’s burial mean so little to the 
President that he would condone a hasty burial?... We are alarmed 
that the burial happened in haste, and preparations were made in 
secret. If the Marcoses truly believed that they had secured a just 
ruling from the SC why this dishonorable maneuver? (Sambalud, 
2016) 
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From honoring the old Marcos as a hero, Duterte is eager to entrust the 

presidency to the young Marcos. The son of the dictator has a pending 

electoral protest for the vice-presidency on the grounds of his marginal 

loss of 263,473 votes to Leni Robredo in 2016 (Rappler, 2016a). Duterte 

in various occasions expressed the desire to bring back the Marcoses 

to the national seat of power in Malacañang. In August 2018, the 

leader’s spokesperson Harry Roque verified that the president might 

step down if the young Marcos wins the vice-presidential electoral 

protest: 

 
He (Duterte) has said he thinks (former) senator Bongbong Marcos 
is one of the better qualified leaders to succeed him. If there’s 
development and he (Marcos) will win the protest and he becomes 
vice-president, yes. He (Duterte) will make true his word. (Placido, 
2018) 

 

 
 

Photo 6. Various groups in Duterte’s hometown protested the hero’s 
burial of Marcos in November 2016. Photo by Davao Today (Hernani & 

Condeza, 2016). 
 

The leader confirmed Roque’s statement and said that “You’re better off 

choosing a dictator of the likes of Marcos, that’s what I suggested… 
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Constitutional succession, it’s Robredo. But she cannot hack it” (South 

China Morning Post, 2018).  

 

4.3.3. Duterte and Arroyo 

Duterte may not be as vocal in publicly supporting Arroyo as he is in 

endorsing Marcos Jr. but the two have been political allies since the 

presidential administration of Arroyo. Duterte used to advise the former 

leader on matters concerning peace and order particularly drugs and 

kidnapping. During the 2016 elections, he offered to pardon Arroyo of 

her plunder charges if he wins the presidency: 

 
I said if I become president, I will pardon you (referring to Arroyo). 
I talked to her, sabi ko ma’am gusto mo i-pardon kita (I said Ma’am 
would you like to be pardoned?). Not because we are friends but 
because I do not think that there is a good case against you, as a 
prosecutor and as a lawyer…Ayaw niya kasi wala naman syang 
kasalanan (She did not want it because she believes that she is 
innocent) (1:13) (GMA, 2016) 
 

 
As a formidable ally of Duterte, Arroyo’s political bailiwick is the province 

of Pampanga, north of Manila and one of the vote-rich provinces in the 

country with over a million active voters in the 2016 elections. Duterte 

won in Pampanga along with 8 out of 15 vote-rich provinces nationwide 

(Tiongson-Mayrina & Barrientos-Vallarta, 2016).  

Arroyo was the Philippine president from 2001 to 2010. She 

succeeded the last three years of Estrada – who was ousted through a 

people’s uprising or People Power II, following People Power I that 

dethroned Marcos in 1986 – in January 2001 and completed a six-year 

term of office until 2010. After the presidency, Arroyo ran and won three 
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consecutive terms in the House of Representatives from 2010 to 2019. 

Her administration was hounded by massive corruption and political 

violence. She was under house arrest from 2012 to 2016 for plunder 

charges of diverting USD 8.8 million of State lottery fund for personal 

gain (BBC, 2012). It was under her watch that the gruesome Ampatuan-

Maguindanao massacre took place in 2009. 

Hours before the 2018 SONA of Duterte, Arroyo through a quite 

dramatic coup in the House of Representatives took oath as Speaker of 

the House. It was reported that Duterte’s daughter, Sara, maneuvered 

the election of Arroyo to the speakership. Imee Marcos, then member 

of the House of Representatives, strongly campaigned for Arroyo. The 

Duterte camp sees Gloria Arroyo – Sara Duterte – Imee Marcos teaming 

up for “women empowerment” but observers forewarn of a perversion 

of feminism used to amplify misogyny and abusive patterns of 

governance (Espina-Varona, 2018b). 

 

4.3.4. The populist-neoliberal compass 

What sets Duterte apart from his predecessors is his populist-neoliberal 

position. This is how Tolentino, cultural critic and film scholar, would 

describe the popularity of the leader amid grisly policies like the war on 

drugs (personal communication, August 16, 2018). Tolentino 

maintained that Duterte is beholden to the political and economic 

interests of Marcos and Arroyo who financed his presidential campaign. 

Unlike his forerunners Estrada and Marcos who at some point were 

popular, the leader is able to swiftly consolidate his political clout 
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through class patronage. He keeps on paying the price of patronage as 

evidenced by his abrupt and contentious policies like the hero’s burial 

of Marcos. Duterte’s progressive economic pronouncements did not 

push through because, Tolentino explained, they are simply not aligned 

with the logic of neoliberalism. One classic case in this regard is the 

failure to scrap labor contractualization which the leader campaigned for 

during the 2016 elections. 

Africa, executive director of Ibon Foundation, considered Duterte’s 

style of populism as his strategy for coming into and wielding power 

(personal communication, October 19, 2018). More crucial is the way 

he is sustaining and even stretching this power to advance the interests 

of capital and elites through what Africa referred to as a kind of “greater 

neoliberalism.” This means that while the leader’s major thrusts like anti-

drugs and anti-criminality are evident, the administration apparently do 

not see any fundamental leaks with the economy. On the contrary, it is 

only determined to continue the decades-long economic agenda and 

neoliberal policies of the government, including the fiercely denounced 

pork barrel system that appropriates government spending for local and 

district projects which in turn boosts the system of patronage, and the 

traditional American-centric foreign policy in areas such as joint military 

exercises. Ibon Foundation, in its 2016 yearend report Change 

underway?, explicated how troubling the compass of neoliberalism is 

under Duterte: 

 
The Duterte administration adopted the Aquino-era AmBisyon 
Natin 2040 (Our Vision 2040) as its guide for development 
planning… Neoliberalism is therefore still advancing, this time 
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under the smokescreen of the attention-getting controversial war 
on drugs, nationalist bluster, and enhanced pro-poor rhetoric. 
 
The essence of neoliberalism is to enhance the role of the State in 
promoting capitalist profit-seeking with public resources, yet 
removed from public scrutiny and intervention. (Ibon Foundation, 
2017, p. 10) 

 

Furthermore, the group underscored the highly contentious ties 

between Duterte and Xi, demonstrating how authoritarian politics 

enables economic debt trap and odious compromises: 

 
China accounts for Php738 billion (USD 14.3 billion) of the Php1.5 
trillion (USD 29 billion) flagship projects…The Duterte 
administration’s preferred alliance with the Chinese government 
has raised major concerns about the country falling into a debt trap. 
Chinese ODA (official development assistance) are commercial 
loans, unlike Japanese ODA which are concessional loans coming 
from the tradition of war repayments. China charges 2-3% interest 
while Japan offers 0.25-0.75% concessional rate. The Philippine 
government may also be forced to collateralize state assets, as 
illustrated by the case of Sri Lanka which had been forced to 
relinquish its strategically located Port Hambantota on a 99-year 
lease to Chinese firms because it can no longer pay its debt. (Ibon 
Foundation, 2018, p. 29) 
 

 

4.4. Strongman 

The strongman discourse accentuates the rhetorical pronouncement of 

populist leaders who avow to speak for ‘the people’ while simultaneously 

endorsing intolerance toward ‘the other.’ Strongman leaders, scholars 

observed, claim to empower the ordinary as they attempt to demand 

loyal obedience from them and unleash intolerance against dissenters 

(Norris & Inglehart, 2019). For McCoy, the Filipino’s brand of strongman 

leadership reveals two aspects of the ill-defined phenomenon of global 

populism: “the role of performative violence in projecting domestic 
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strength and a complementary need for diplomatic success to show 

international influence” (McCoy, 2017, p. 519). Duterte’s hyper-

masculine discourse is represented by his self-declared war on drugs – 

a viciously popular policy of the administration which earned a 

“satisfaction” rating from at least 65 percent of Filipinos in 2018 (Social 

Weather Stations, 2018).  

 

4.4.1. “If it involves human rights, I don’t give a shit”  

Duterte, with his usual fierce rhetoric, expressed from the very start how 

he would deal with those who dare deplore him on the grounds of human 

rights. In an October 2016 interview, he declared: 

 
I do not care about what the human rights guys say. I have a duty 
to preserve the generation. If it involves human rights, I don’t give 
a shit. I have to strike fear because I have, I said, the enemies of 
the state are out there to destroy the children. (Al Jazeera, 2016, 
pt. 12:19) 
 
 

During the presidential campaign, he portended how “bloody” his 

approach would be to criminals and drug users. At the first presidential 

debate in February 2016 when asked if he deserves to be emulated by 

the youth considering his repeated swearing, womanizing and self-

confessed killings, Duterte responded: 

 
As long as I do it in accordance with the Rules of Law, I will continue 
to kill criminals, and a president can order the killing as long as it 
is, I said, in the side of performance of duty in accordance with law, 
I will use the military and the police to go after criminality and drugs. 
It’s flooding the country…If I become president, it will be bloody 
because I will order the killing of all criminals, ang mga durugista 
at drug lords (the drug users and drug lords). (Inquirer, 2016b) 
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For the leader, the proliferation of illegal drugs constitutes a 

national crisis that has long pestered the people and the nation. He is 

as adamant as other political leaders like Shinawatra of Thailand who 

framed drugs as a national crisis – a crisis that would only invite 

thousands of arbitrary killings. For example, some 2,800 were 

extrajudicially killed during the first three months of Shinawatra’s war on 

drugs in 2003 in which more than half of the victims were found to be 

not connected to drugs at all (Human Rights Watch, 2008). But what 

makes Duterte a quite unique breed of anti-human rights populist is his 

strongman-authoritarian tendency which helps signal what Teodoro 

described as a creeping authoritarian rule (Teodoro, 2017). Insisting 

that illegal drugs are a national epidemic, he fired the Dangerous Drugs 

Board (DDB) chairman Benjamin Reyes for contradicting his estimates 

of drug users. For Reyes, there are 1.8 million users in the country 

based on the DDB’s survey from January 2015 to February 2016. But 

the leader, rebuking the government’s study, claimed that as of May 

2017, there are about 4 million instead – the official figures that the PNP 

and other government agencies would echo in their campaign (Placido, 

2017). But despite the relentless drug war during the first two years of 

the administration, the leader believed that the number of addicts had 

spiked to as high as 7-8 millions in February 2019 (de Santos, 2019). 

 

4.4.2. The making of a war 

Duterte’s war on drugs was at the centerpiece of his campaign and 

presidency. The day after his inauguration, the PNP launched the anti-
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illegal drug campaign Oplan Tokhang or Operation Tokhang, combined 

Visayan words of toktok or knock and hangyo or plea (to knock and 

plea), on July 1, 2016. It was inspired by the city police’s anti-drug 

campaign Toktok Hangyo sa Kabalayan sa mga Suspected Drug 

Pushers (To knock and plea the houses of suspected drug pushers) in 

Duterte’s Davao in 2012 (Mateo, 2018b). When the leader won the 

presidency, he appointed dela Rosa as the PNP chief of police. The 

latter expediently transformed his city campaign into a nationwide 

program. From July to September 2016 alone, 1,002 were murdered in 

the operations of law enforcement agencies while 581 by unidentified 

assailants, and 125 bodies were found to be dumped in public places 

(ABS-CBN, 2018). Public outcry against Oplan Tokhang mounted in the 

early months of the administration. It was only in October 2016 when a 

South Korean businessman, Jee Ick Joo, was abducted and killed by 

members of the PNP Anti-Illegal Drug Group that the drug campaign 

was partially halted (ABS-CBN, 2018). In January 2017, Duterte and 

dela Rosa suspended Oplan Tokhang. But in less than a month and a 

half, the PNP relaunched the war on drugs under the guise of Double 

Barrel Reloaded – this time with #RealNumbersPH social media 

campaign to show the “real score” or numbers of killings. This amid 

estimates of media and rights groups that those murdered could have 

already surpassed 7,000 by January 2017 (Human Rights Watch, 

2017). In August 2017, the killing of 17-year-old Kian delos Santos once 

again put the drug war in the limelight. But despite growing protests and 

condemnations, the war would still rage on. In April 2018, Oscar 
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Albayalde took the PNP chief post and promised to “carry on the 

programs of the previous PNP leadership particularly Oplan Double 

Barrel” (ABS-CBN, 2018). While the former PNP chief and chief 

architect of Duterte’s war on drugs dela Rosa, doing a la Marcos’ Enrile, 

won a Senate seat in the 2019 elections. 

In his first State of the Nation Address (SONA), the leader 

reminded the Filipino people how relentless his commitment is to 

eradicating drugs and corruption: 

 
During my inauguration last (June) 30, 2016, I said that the fight 
against criminality and illegal drugs and corruption will be relentless 
and sustained.  
 
I reiterate that commitment today, and that is why I call on the 
Philippine National Police, the barangay chairmen, the Mayors, the 
Governors and all those occupying seats of power and authority, 
not to lower their guard. There will be no let-up in this campaign. 
Double your efforts. Triple them, if need be. We will not stop until 
the last drug lord, the last financier, and the last pusher have 
surrendered or put behind bars or below the ground, if they so wish. 
(Official Gazette, 2016). 

 

Despite international condemnations, Duterte in his third SONA in July 

2018 ardently reiterated the administration’s “relentless and chilling” 

drug war: 

 
Let me begin by putting it bluntly: the war against illegal drugs is 
far from over… This is why the illegal drugs war will not be 
sidelined. Instead, it will be as relentless and chilling, if you will, as 
on the day it began. (Star, 2018b) 
 

 
True to his pronouncement of slaughtering the addicts, the drug 

war murdered thousands of mostly poor urban civilians. From June 30, 

2016 to July 31, 2018, the PNP recorded 4,410 victims while human 
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rights and media groups estimated 23,000, according to the complaint 

filed before the International Criminal Court in August 2018 (Espina-

Varona, 2018a; Gavilan, 2019). Some see the drug war as Duterte’s 

way of performing a spectacle of violence, that is by humiliating and 

killing the criminals and by saving only the law-abiding citizens (Reyes, 

2016). The CHR, for its part, called for a policy shift that is holistic and 

compliant with international human rights standards (Commission on 

Human Rights, 2017c). While recognizing its support for the eradication 

of illegal drugs, the Commission expressed that it repeatedly denounced 

the harsh methods used in addressing the problem (Commission on 

Human Rights, 2019a). 

 

 
 

Photo 5. The viral photo of an alleged drug addict’s dead body cradled 
by his partner in July 2016. It was likened to Michelangelo’s sculpture 

Pieta – a familiar scene in a country of over 85 million Catholics. 
Duterte in his first SONA dismissed media coverage of the portrait as 

melodramatic. Photo by Lerma (2016). 
 

4.4.3. Climate of fear 

Duterte is the manufacturer of climate of fear. This is how Palabay, 

secretary general of the nationwide human rights alliance Karapatan, 
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would characterize the authoritarian-populist tactic of the administration 

(personal communication, August 10, 2018). She stressed that Duterte 

given his strong bureaucratic machineries like the military and police 

forces can notoriously instill fear on the ground. His war on drugs is a 

direct assault on civil and political rights (CPR) but also on economic, 

social and cultural rights (ESCR). The series of political harassments 

against government critics, Palabay continued, creates a chilling effect 

among human rights workers, activists and civilians alike. In its 2018 

yearend report Duterte’s blueprint for a dictatorship, Karapatan 

documented 222 victims of extrajudicial killings from July 2016 to 

December 2018 (Karapatan, 2019). Most of those killed were peasants 

(180), indigenous peoples (50), Moro (31) and environmentalists (12). 

The group remarked the overall glaring condition of human rights, 

arguing that under Duterte: 

 
the country is experiencing a freezing weather for human rights. 
There is a trigger happy amoral President, capable of making it rain 
bullets and bombs across the country. A dictatorship is here in 
shadowy form, led by a tyrannical but posing as a populist leader 
who, at the end of the day covetously seeks to preserve all that is 
rotting in the country’s political and economic system for his own 
purposes. (Karapatan, 2019, p. 2) 
 
 

 
4.5. Fake news 

Political leaders pejoratively exploit the label “fake news” to berate 

independent media and groups critical of them (George, 2019; Gitlin, 

2018; Teodoro, 2019). Misinformation and disinformation are genuine 

problems around the world. Autocrats exploit growing public cynicism 

about the reliability of information by using the term “fake news” against 
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their critics, and indeed to cast doubt on the very possibility of arriving 

at evidence-based conclusions about matters of public interest. Here, 

the term “fake news” refers not to information that is false, but to a 

political discourse used to dismiss media coverage and displeasing 

facts that are unsympathetic to the populist agenda: “To charge “fake 

news” is to say that the factual claim at issue has no authentic existence” 

(Gitlin, 2018).  

Fake news is an archenemy of free expression. Shaped by a 

barrage of disinformation propaganda, it suppresses the right of the 

public to critical pieces of information and generates uncritical support 

for the populist. Under Duterte, fake news is a sentimentalized charge 

that stifles independent media. Against the backdrop of escalating 

efforts of governments to manipulate social media information (Freedom 

House, 2017), the administration employs disinformation tactics through 

paid trolls, bots and hoax social media accounts to shift public opinion 

on key issues and strike its perceived enemies. Observers noted how 

this phenomenon reflects the administration’s ruse to weaponize the 

internet (Ressa, 2016a). Considering how the leader conquered the 

country’s so-called first social media elections, the Philippines was 

patient zero for digital manipulation – a trend which later became more 

evident in US and European elections (Silverman, 2019). Under 

Duterte, a number of social media accounts were rallied by his support 

groups to spread memes against journalists and media. Messages like 

“bias” (media is biased against the leader), “bayaran” (journalists are 

paid and corrupt), “oligarchs” (journalists work for vested interests), 
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“clickbait” (media uses clickbait headlines for cash) and “presstitute” (a 

wordplay of press and prostitute) were savagely circulated online 

(Ressa, 2016b). 

As an anti-human rights discourse, fake news serves as a pretext 

for violence against media. It is deployed through red-tagging of 

journalists and grave political and cyber-attacks that speak the language 

of opportunism and hate. 

 

4.5.1. Fake news in context 

Fake news discourse and disinformation propaganda are two defining 

themes under contemporary populism. The political noise that fake 

news manufactures is built upon the circulatory power of media 

messages. In other words, the aptness of the message say on social 

media is assessed based on the number of likes and comments it can 

garner, not its veracity. The populist message wrapped around the 

charge of fake news, suffice to say, becomes a mere addition to the 

thousands of messages in circulation within the setting of networked 

communications. 

The populist use of the term fake news is a discursive act that aims 

to name and tarnish its target. Under Duterte, it openly attacks critical 

and independent media. In May 2016 when asked about his plans to 

address media killings, the leader insisted that journalists are killed 

because they have done something wrong or are simply corrupt.   

 
Just because you’re a journalist you are not exempted from 
assassination, if you’re a son of a bitch…Most of those killed, to be 
frank, have done something. You won’t be killed if you don’t do 
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anything wrong…That can’t be just freedom of speech. The 
Constitution can no longer help you if you disrespect a person. 
(Inquirer, 2016e) 
 

 
Two days after justifying media killings, he came up with three 

classifications of journalists. For Duterte, these are the crusaders of 

truth, the mouthpiece of vested interest or what he calls publicist and 

the low-life journalist whose “greed is unlimited” (Capistrano, 2016b). 

He went on and averred that “It’s better to tell the truth and agree on the 

truth rather than play bull**** on journalism…In journalism you speak 

the truth firmly then you invite danger… I cannot protect all journalists 

all over the country” (Capistrano, 2016b). To perpetuate the leader’s 

diatribes against journalists and media, Duterte would have to tap his 

government resources and incendiary followings. 

 

4.5.2. Duterte Diehard Supporters (DDS) 

The DDS is a mobilized yet highly unstructured group of individuals who 

espouse the assumed anti-elite, nationalist sentiment of the leader or 

who simply support his presidency. The group is actively visible on 

social media. On Facebook, one related account is that of Mocha Uson 

Blog, owned by Duterte’s former Communications Assistant Secretary 

Mocha Uson, that prides itself of over 5.7 million likes and followers as 

of April 2019. Its banner shows a photo of the leader raising the arm and 

endorsing Uson’s candidacy as first nominee of party-list group Kasosyo 

(loosely translated as Partner) in the House of Representatives. The 

Personal Interests section of the page reads “Maglingkod para sa mga 

kapwa Pilipino. Boses ng ordinaryong Pilipino sa Kongreso” (Serve for 
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the welfare of fellow Filipinos. The voice of ordinary Filipino in 

Congress). On YouTube, no less than the national government’s media 

channel People’s Television Network (PTV) is aggrandizing DDS. In its 

July 9, 2018 video, for example, PTV enthusiastically reported how 

members of the DDS from different parts of the world are gathering to 

express their continued support for the leader. According to the video 

interview, its members in the studio (Janice Salcedo, Gemma Sotto and 

one who was not clearly introduced) claimed that the DDS was formed 

during the 2016 presidential campaign through social media. They later 

expanded their social media count by inviting other DDS members 

worldwide. When asked about the current headcount of its members, 

one said that “actually, we don’t have really that headcount, but basically 

if you’re a Filipino and you believe the governance of President Duterte 

then you will be an automatic member… everybody’s welcome” (PTV, 

2018 at 5:55), while the other member continued that “actually, you 

know what, there’s no concrete number, it just keeps on growing and 

growing you know, and this community that we have right now like this 

DDS Global Community, they just come in together and it’s just not that 

they come in that they’re just here to come home but they’re also doing 

different advocacies here in the Philippines” (6:08). 
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Photo 7. The government’s PTV news channel reporting on the DDS. 
The headline reads “ON THE SPOT: #Duterte diehard supporters will 

meet in a big gathering.” Retrieved April 6, 2019 from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OFWSigWKfak. 

 

The DDS acronym itself is somewhat a pun intended to dissociate 

the image of Duterte from Davao Death Squad, a vigilante group that 

killed suspected criminals of mostly drug users and street children in 

Davao (Human Rights Watch, 2009). When asked about who he thinks 

is behind the death squad, the leader instead referred to his program 

Davao Development System (ABS-CBN, 2015). But in October 2017, 

he admitted that the Davao Death Squad indeed exists but insisted that 

he did not create it: “I did not do that. I do not need that. I did not create 

an air force. I have an airforce. I will not create a DDS. I have police 

department” (Perez, 2017).  

 

4.5.3. Fear in the social media capital 

Social media is a critical vehicle for the Duterte administration to 

consolidate power while subduing political dissidents. This is how 

Paraan, former chairperson and now consultant of the NUJP, would 

describe the political state of social media (personal communication, 

August 13, 2018). Paraan pointed out one crucial example in this regard, 

that is the use of free data on Facebook. Free Facebook data means 

that one can surf and share posts on a mobile device within the 
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allowable period of time. The consequence being is that users are 

provided with limited and often misleading headlines and stories. As the 

country remains the world’s social media capital with Facebook being 

the most accessed site among its 67 million internet users (Mateo, 

2018a) means that peddlers of disinformation – without swift and serious 

intervention from Mark Zuckerberg and other telecommunication giants 

– can instantly steer incendiary and polarizing contents online. What is 

more alarming, Paraan warned, is that not only activists and journalists 

but also non-politically aligned social media users who dare criticize the 

Duterte administration become direct targets of social media trolling, a 

phenomenon that only escalates the ongoing culture of fear and 

impunity among the public. The UN Human Rights discerned that while 

Facebook is an important tool for civil society causes, it has become an 

ominous platform for misinformation, trolling, red-tagging and harassing 

civil society and opposition politicians (United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 2020). 

 

4.5.4. Media martial law: Red-tagging, political cases and cyber-attacks 

The administration unleashes a series of waves of attacks against 

journalists and news media outlets that he deemed “fake.” Under 

Duterte, NUJP documented 13 journalists killed in the line of duty, 

marking the 186th journalist killing since the supposed restoration of 

democracy (personal communication, July 11, 2019). While 128 cases 

of threats against media, including red-tagging and “visits” of police 

teams to media offices, were documented from June 2016 to April 2019 
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(Altermidya, 2019b). Red-tagging, the CHR cautioned, is a slippery 

slope that triggers rights violations like harassment, unlawful arrests, 

torture and threats to life (Commission on Human Rights, 2020). The 

Commission called on the government to extend vigilance against 

purveyors of fake news, arguing how such politicized tactic is used for 

sowing disinformation and unfounded accusations. Government-

backed red-tagging, the UN Human Rights reported, is proven 

extremely dangerous and poses a persistent and powerful threat to civil 

society and freedom of expression. 

 
The pervasive nature of Government red-tagging is clearly 
illustrated by the inclusion of 649 names in a Government court 
petition to designate CPP (Communist Party of the Philippines) and 
NPA (New People’s Army) as terrorist groups under the Human 
Security Act. The list included indigenous and other rights 
defenders, and a United Nations Special Rapporteur. Many 
individuals were subsequently removed from the list, but continued 
to report harassment, and were labelled as terrorists. (United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2020, p. 10) 
 

The politically-ridden charges against Ressa are another case in 

point. As early as October 2016, she and her team exposed how social 

media is weaponized to propagate disinformation on the internet. As 

Ressa put it, the strategy of weaponizing the internet is death by a 

thousand cuts, “a chipping away at facts, using half-truths that fabricate 

an alternative reality by merging the power of bots and fake accounts 

on social media to manipulate real people” (Ressa, 2016a). Such efforts 

earned the ire of Duterte and prompted the leader to call Rappler a fake 

news outlet (Ranada, 2018a). The apparatuses of the administration 

were recalibrated to push for the arrests of Ressa. The first arrest took 
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place in February 2019 in which the Department of Justice charged the 

journalist with cyber libel based on a story published in May 2012, while 

the next arrest happened in March 2019 on the grounds of Anti-Dummy 

Law. As of March 2019, Ressa is facing 7 active cases while the staff of 

Rappler are implicated in 11 cases (Buan, 2019). 

Journalists working in local communities and alternative-based 

media outlets are not spared from populist attacks. If not physically 

harassed or killed, they are either arbitrarily arrested or “mistakenly” 

tagged as members or sympathizers of the communist movement 

(Commission on Human Rights, 2019b, 2019c). In June 2019, Margarita 

Valle of Davao Today was arrested by the PNP’s Criminal Investigation 

and Detection Group for being a suspected member of the Communist 

Party of the Philippines (CPP) (Altermidya, 2019a). Other journalists in 

the region and elsewhere like Cong Corrales of Mindanao Gold Star 

Daily, Kristin Lim of Radyo Lumad and Brandon Lee of Northern 

Dispatch faced persecutions by state security forces (Altermidya, 

2019c). The alternative media websites of Bulatlat, Kodao Productions, 

Pinoy Weekly and Altermidya, critical in their reportage on the drug war 

and working-class politics, were stifled through what information 

technology experts call Distributed Denial of Service (DDoS): 

 
(DdoS) is a malicious form of cyber-attack that aims to overload a 
targeted machine (like the server of a news website)…Once the 
server is saturated, the website will become inaccessible. As a 
result, additional and legitimate readers of the website are literally 
“denied” of access. (Ellao, 2019) 
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In the case of Bulatlat alone, the Sweden-based group Qurium Media 

Foundation found that several modes of cyber-attacks were used to shut 

down the website, including what it calls multiple flooding which 

compromises the news server and search engines related to the news 

site (Ellao, 2019). The websites of other media and rights groups like 

NUJP, Karapatan and Ibon Foundation were likewise exposed to DDoS 

(Olea, 2019). According to a pooled editorial published during the World 

Day Against Cyber Censorship in 2019: 

 
The Duterte administration identifies “strategic communication” as 
one of the pillars of its “whole of nation” approach against dissent 
and criticism, in which the regime’s counterinsurgency program will 
infiltrate and target social media and rid cyberspace of “communist 
propaganda.”  
 
The cyber attacks are part and parcel of the ongoing assault by the 
administration on the media. From threatening to revoke the 
franchises of big media companies to the attempt at the 
incarceration of Rappler executive Maria Ressa, to the killing of 
community journalists in the past months, the Duterte 
administration will stop at nothing to silence the Fourth Estate and 
its critics. (Olea, 2019) 
 

 

4.6. Summary 

In a country where human rights abuses are deeply entrenched, the 

anti-human rights agenda of Duterte – represented by the discourses of 

strongman and fake news – instill fear among political dissidents and 

the ordinary. The system of class patronage assaults pluralism and 

creates an illusion of opposition in a presumed democratic setting that 

is dominated by the same powers that be. It perpetuates historical 

revisionism as evidenced by the rushed hero’s burial of Marcos and 

political vindication of Arroyo. Duterte capitalizes on the historical blocs 
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of power by being beholden to Marcos and Arroyo while simultaneously 

harnessing the political and economic capital that the past leaders 

accord him.  

The war on drugs, which by far has remorselessly slaughtered 

over 23,000 mostly urban poor, continues to terrorize the populace. The 

leader’s antipathy to drugs, as shown in his media theatrics and policy 

pronouncements, is now translated into a nationwide State instrument 

used to hunt down the critics of the administration. The drug war, as 

observed by rights and media groups, is nothing but a declared war on 

the poor and the marginalized. In a recent report, the UN Human Rights 

stressed the state of “near impunity” in the widespread and systemic 

drug-related extrajudicial killings (United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights, 2020). The discourse of fake news, on the other hand, 

is legitimized as a ruse to strike independent media. Duterte and his 

lackeys use the fake news charge to discredit journalists critical in their 

reportage on human rights. The populist vilification is articulated through 

the military-inspired red-tagging, politically-charged cases and cyber-

bullying against media or what the study considers as “media martial 

law” that immortalizes the Marcosian legacy of media repression. 

This chapter has shown how populist attacks on free expression 

and freedom of the press are enabled by a united front of anti-human 

rights forces. While Duterte is certainly not the first leader to undermine 

fundamental rights, he was able to muster the historical blocs of power 

to launch open season on human rights advocates. The leader’s 

populist agenda of human rights thrive as he continues to exploit the 
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conception of the majority, turning it as a pretext to quell the dissenting 

voices of the external other. 
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CHAPTER 5. MEDIA FRAMES OF POPULISM 

 

The previous chapters showed how the democratic consensus on 

human rights and nationalism are rejected by the populist leader. In 

particular, the discussions uncovered the ways in which Duterte was 

able to harness the historical forces that helped enable the anti-human 

rights and exclusionary-nationalist narratives of the leader. This chapter 

delves into the role of news media in mediating the populist agenda of 

human rights and nationalism.  

The concept of media populism underscores how the stylistic and 

ideological elements of media are deployed to address populism. As 

elaborated in section 2.3.3.1, the media can actively promote its own 

kind of populism, strengthen the populist messages of politicians and 

adopt the populist sentiment of media audience. While these are helpful 

ways of seeing how media populism takes shape, they must also take 

into account the scholarship that highlights the capability of media to 

deconstruct populism. 

The political positions of media in enabling or countering the 

populist agenda can be discerned from the media frames they adopt. A 

reading of editorials published by the dominant news outlets in the 

Philippines – Bulletin, Inquirer, Rappler and Star – will show that the 

media variously initiate, abet or withstand the populist might of Duterte. 

Through the prism of media populism, the analysis will look at how the 

populist agenda is dealt with through editorials.  
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5.1. Objective 

The goal is to examine how the media, as a key democratic institution, 

addresses the political issues surrounding the administration. To do this, 

this chapter looks at the popular subjects and stories tackled by the 

media and determines the frames they use when dealing with the 

leader. It problematizes whether the frames help nurture (pro-AP 

position) or resist (anti-AP position) the populist might of the 

administration. The frames that represent the neutral position of media 

are also presented. 

 

5.2. Method  

The media frames are analyzed using the indicators of subject, story, 

tone and wording, and the focus of analysis is on recurring themes and 

emphasis. First, the subject refers to the main topic of editorials such as 

politics, human rights and the economy. Editorials, scholars observed, 

are often expressed in political terms (Le, 2010; van Dijk, 1989). Most 

of the subjects in the analyzed editorials are about politics, broadly 

conceived. For example, the subject of Inquirer’s Witch hunt against 

teachers (2019b) is political because it shows how the police force 

exploits red-tagging as a ploy to harass teachers associated with the 

Alliance of Concerned Teachers (ACT). It may certainly overlap with the 

subject of human rights but since the political context in which red-

tagging is used has to do with the imposition of State power over non-

State actor ACT, the more vibrant subject in this regard is politics. 

Second, the story is the central actor or theme in editorials. The actor 
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may be the president himself, his loyalists, critics, policies, or events 

engaging the administration. In the analyzed editorials, the popular 

stories include his political ties with the Marcoses and Xi, drug war and 

the police. Third, the tone is the treatment of editorial story. Since the 

aim of this chapter is to look at ways the media deals with Duterte and 

that the selected editorials centered around the leader, the tone is 

indicated by a critical, uncritical or neutral position toward the 

administration. The tone is critical if it registers dissent or oppositional 

voices to the story. For example, Rappler’s Policy on drugs must be 

based on facts (2016c) exhibits a critical tone as it rebukes the leader’s 

estimates of drug users (Exhibit 4). On the other hand, the tone is 

uncritical if it does not oppose or critique the story. For example, 

Bulletin’s Economic managers set new growth targets (2018f) is 

uncritical as it merely reiterates and thus supports the economic position 

of the administration (Exhibit 1). As the discussion on Bulletin will later 

elaborate, its editorials generally appear uncritical because they choose 

to see, or purport, the seeming bright side of things under Duterte. And, 

the tone is neutral if it fails to categorically choose a position or is merely 

descriptive in its editorial coverage. For example, Star’s Empowering 

the COA (2018e) uses a neutral tone as the editorial highlights its call 

for an “empowering” working relationship between Duterte and the 

Commission on Audit (COA). As the outlet put it: 

 
The President can pick fights if he wants with individual COA 
members, in office or retired, but the agency itself needs the full 
support of the national leadership…The COA, for its part, should 
also be mindful of criticisms about its performance…Both the 
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executive and legislative branches must work to empower rather 
than emasculate the COA. (Star, 2018e) 
 

 
And fourth, the wording pertains to the actual words, phrases or 

statements and helps determine the extent of editorial tone. For 

example, Bulletin’s use of the word “hope” or “hopeful” articulates an 

uncritical and in fact supportive position toward Duterte, as can be seen 

in The year 2018 ending on a high note (2018h), With the greatest of 

hope, we welcome new year 2019 (2019a) and World hopes for peace 

in this new year 2019 (2019b).  

Taken together, the subject, story, tone and wording construct the 

editorial frame. The frame is determined not only by recurring theme, 

but also by item, actor or wording that stands out in the editorials. As 

Hall put it, “The really significant item may not be the one which 

continually recurs, but the one which stands out as an exception from 

the general pattern – but which is also given, in its exceptional context, 

the greatest weight” (Hall, 1975, p. 15).  

Table 3 summarizes the subjects and stories tackled by the news 

media (Ragragio, 2020a). The number of editorials in the subject and 

story columns provides a sense of the main subjects and stories that 

interest the outlets in their coverage of Duterte. The prominence of 

political and human rights subjects confirms the observation that 

editorials are indeed often articulated in political terms (Le, 2010; van 

Dijk, 1989). 
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News 
media 

Publication 
date and 

total no. of 
editorials 

Subject and 
no. of 

editorials  

Popular story and no. 
of editorials 

Bulletin 

Jul 14, 2018 
to Jan 16, 
2019 (67) 
 

Politics (49) 
Economy 
(12) 
Human rights 
(6) 

Duterte and economy 
(12) 
Duterte and China (6) 
Charter change (5)  
Hope (3) 

Inquirer 

Jul 6, 2018 
to Jan 15, 
2019 (72) 
 

Politics (51) 
Human rights 
(15) 
Economy (6) 

War on drugs (9) 
Duterte and China (6) 
Duterte and economy (6) 
Killings under Duterte (5) 

Rappler 

Jun 27, 
2016 to Jan 
14, 2019 
(61) 
 

Politics (51) 
Human rights 
(10) 

War on drugs (9) 
Duterte and China (5) 
Duterte and Marcos (4) 
Police and impunity (3) 

Star 

Dec 9, 2016 
to Jan 23, 
2019 (61) 
 

Politics (40) 
Human rights 
(18) 
Economy (3) 

War on drugs (8) 
Killings under Duterte (6) 
Police (4) 
Corruption (4) 

 
Table 3. Editorial subjects and stories (Ragragio, 2020a, p. 7) 

 
 

5.3. Selection of media outlets and editorials 

Bulletin, Inquirer, Rappler and Star are the leading dominant news 

outlets that command sustained circulation and unique visitors online, 

unlike say ABS-CBN and GMA that while having popularly visited news 

websites and occasional editorial contents, are categorized as media 

entertainment conglomerates, not news media (Reporters Without 

Borders, n.d., 2016a). Bulletin, Inquirer and Star have their respective 

newspapers while Rappler is purely online-based. Bulletin’s paper 

reports a circulation of over 386,000 from Mondays to Saturdays and 

510,000 on Sundays (Bulletin, n.d.), Inquirer online claims 50 million 

pageviews (Inquirer, n.d.-b) while Rappler has 40 million (Rappler, n.d.) 
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per month, and Star brands its paper the most read in Metro Manila in 

the third quarter of 2017 (Star, 2017c).  

 

5.3.1. Why editorials? 

Editorials are articles that convey the opinions of news media about 

certain news events (van Dijk, 1989). Otherwise known as unsigned 

editorials, they serve as “official expressions of a media position on an 

issue they choose to highlight over all others in a given context” (Le, 

2010, p. 3). Editorials are not usually the most read or even the most 

influential type of content in a newspaper. News stories are generally 

better read, while popular opinion columnists may be more influential. 

However, the goal here is not to study the most impactful content of 

media. Instead, it is to understand where major news organizations 

stand in relation to the populist leader. Editorials serve as the most 

reliable indicator of a newspaper’s position. Indeed, that is their very 

purpose. In terms of publication length, they are usually expressed in no 

more than 500 words (Le, 2010). In the study, the average number of 

words in the main texts are: 456 (Bulletin), 703 (Inquirer), 576 (Rappler) 

and 347 (Star). 

Editorials exhibit argumentative structures and strategies. The 

arguments positioned through editorials are not mere personal opinions 

of news media “but manifestations of more complex, socially shared and 

dominant ideological frameworks that embody institutional relationships 

and power” (van Dijk, 1989, p. 232). These arguments, the author 

continued, are addressed to the reading public and the social and 
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political elites: “This explains why editorials do not merely formulate 

opinions to be conveyed to the public, but also attack, defend or give 

advice to the authorities” (p. 232).  

It is therefore imperative to study the calculated ways in which the 

news media craft their editorials. The examination of editorials published 

by Bulletin, Inquirer, Rappler and Star will provide a sense of how the 

news media deals with the authority, in this case, the populist 

administration of Duterte. While van Dijk (1989) aptly explained that 

editorials express or indirectly signal the underlying models and 

attitudes of news editors, the study will not cover the journalistic values 

that guide the editorial operation of media outlets. Instead, the goal is to 

paint a picture of how critical, uncritical or neutral the media is with 

reference to the subjects and stories tackled under populism. 

 

5.3.2. Selection of editorials 

Editorials that talk about Duterte, such as his diatribes, policy 

pronouncements and relationships with other political actors, are 

selected. Keywords like Duterte, Malacañang, war on drugs, tokhang or 

Oplan Tokhang, human rights, fake news and Duterte Diehard 

Supporters or DDS are used to determine the relevance of editorials. 

For example, Inquirer’s It comes with the territory (January 15, 2019) is 

selected as it deals with how the leader maliciously imputed the rape of 

a Filipina overseas contract worker as “part of the culture” (Inquirer, 

2019d). Also included in the analyzed editorials is Rappler’s A dozen 

wishes for 2019 (January 14, 2019) that talks about the outlet’s “wishes” 
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for the President and other actors like the police and presidential 

appointees (Rappler, 2019a). The selected editorials with the 

corresponding publication and access dates and web addresses are 

documented. While editorials that are neither about the leader nor his 

administration are excluded from analysis. For example, Inquirer’s 

Timely law on HIV and AIDS (2019c) is not selected because while HIV 

and AIDS are human rights issues, the editorial does not deal with nor 

imply the story’s impact on Duterte. Same as Rappler’s Today’s 

graduates and the world’s demands (2018a). It is not included in the 

analysis given that while the state of education and employment is still 

in deep structural crisis, the editorial does not explicitly treat these as 

stumbling blocks to the administration’s agenda. 

The study analyzed 67 Bulletin editorials (published from July 14, 

2018 to January 16, 2019), 72 Inquirer (July 6, 2018 to January 15, 

2019), 61 Rappler (June 27, 2016 to January 14, 2019), and 61 Star 

(December 9, 2016 to January 23, 2019). The criteria for selecting the 

editorials are one, it should principally deal with Duterte including his 

speeches, policies and rhetorical remarks, and two, it is written in 

English. Rappler is the only outlet that does not publish editorials on a 

daily basis, and some of its publications are in Filipino. To eliminate 

possible errors in linguistic translation, only its English editorials are 

selected. In the case of Star, some of its back-issue editorials are 

inaccessible online while some do not simply center on Duterte or on 

the state of politics, human rights or the economy. These situations 
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explain why the publication dates of Rappler and Star are a bit stretched 

compared to those of Inquirer and Bulletin. 

 

5.4. Media framing  

A media frame is “a central organizing idea or story line that provides 

meaning to an unfolding strip of events…The frame suggests what the 

controversy is about, the essence of the issue” (Gamson & Modigliani, 

1987, p. 143 in Scheufele, 1999, p. 106). For Gitlin, media frames are 

“persistent patterns of cognition, interpretation, and presentation, of 

selection, emphasis, and exclusion, by which symbol-handlers routinely 

organize discourse, whether verbal or visual” (Gitlin, 2003, p. 7). 

Speaking of journalistic frames, Gitlin continued, “Frames enable 

journalists to process large amounts of information quickly and routinely: 

to recognize it as information, to assign it to cognitive categories, and to 

package it for efficient relay to their audiences” (p. 7). In the study, the 

frames that are supportive or defiant of Duterte are examined. Frames 

that are supportive of the leader are categorized under pro-AP position 

while those critical are anti-AP position, and those with indirect or subtle 

leaning are neutral position. These positional categories of frames help 

determine the political stance of news media toward the leader.  

 

5.4.1. Limitations 

An extended number of editorials and dates of publications can supply 

additional information on ways the news media editorially covers 

Duterte. This information may generate more frames about the 
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administration, as in the case of how the leader exploited his capital to 

endorse and admonish candidates during the May 2019 midterm 

elections. The elections, for one, are a good indicator of gauging the 

extent of Duterte’s AP. The frames unpacked in the study are 

nonetheless rich and conclusive enough to characterize the political ties 

between news media and the populist. 

 

5.5. Profile of news media outlets 

The following section discusses the company profile of news media. The 

stories and tone of each media outlet are summarized to provide an 

overview of how the positional categories of frames are crafted. 

 

5.5.1. Manila Bulletin  

Bulletin brands itself as The Nation’s Leading Newspaper. Based on its 

company profile, it was founded by American staff Carson Taylor and 

H.G. Farris as Manila Daily Bulletin in 1900. In 1959, Bulletin was 

acquired by Hans Menzi who served as military aide of Marcos from 

1965 to 1972. In 1961, Chinese-Filipino business tycoon Emilio T. Yap 

acquired the company and became its chairman in 1984. In 1986, the 

government’s PCGG ordered to sequester the shares of Marcos, Yap, 

Eduardo M. Cojuangco, Jr. and others on suspicion that they were part 

of the ill-gotten wealth of the Marcoses. Bulletin became a public 

corporation in 1990. Its biggest shareholder is the US Automotive 

Company Inc. (54.2%) followed by US AutoCo, Inc. (23.34%) – 

companies owned by the Yap family (Reporters Without Borders, 2017).  
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As of April 2019, Bulletin claims a paper circulation of 386,406 from 

Mondays to Saturdays and 510,258 on Sundays. 80% of its readers are 

below the age of 50 and 32% are below 30 (Bulletin, n.d.). On Facebook, 

the outlet has over 2.7 million followers.  

 

 

 
 
Photo 8. Bulletin’s April 16, 2019 cover. Retrieved April 16, 2019 from 

https://mb.com.ph. 
 

 

5.5.1.1. Popular stories and tone  

Bulletin talks about (1) economy, (2) Duterte and Xi, (3) charter change 

and (4) hopes. It is generally uncritical of the leader in its editorials as it 

does not critique the topics surrounding the administration. The outlet is 

in fact fond of using the term “hope” to enforce or legitimize the bright 

side of things under Duterte. In addition, most of its editorial coverage 

are merely descriptive, meaning the editorial narratives are a reiteration 

of facts or stories based mostly on official government sources. For 

example, Economic managers set new growth targets (2018f) illustrates 
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how uncritical and descriptive Bulletin is in dealing with Duterte’s 

economic managers when it justifies “new realities” from the point of 

view of the government (Exhibit 1). 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Exhibit 1. Bulletin’s uncritical and descriptive tone:  
The editorial lines describe and justify “new realities” from the point of 

view of the Duterte administration (Bulletin, 2018f)  
– (1 of 2). 
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Exhibit 1. Bulletin’s uncritical and descriptive tone: 

Words like “great hope” and “reassure” indicate the hopeful viewpoint 
of the outlet under Duterte (Bulletin, 2018f)  

– (2 of 2). 
 

 

5.5.2. Philippine Daily Inquirer 

Inquirer uses the tag line Balanced News, Fearless Views. It was 

founded by journalists Eugenia Apostol, Max Soliven and Betty Go-

Belmonte as an anti-Marcos paper in 1985. Letty Jimenez-Magsanoc 

was its long-time editor-in-chief from 1991 until her death in 2015. In 

February 2016, Jose Ma. Nolasco started heading Inquirer as its 

executive director. The company is owned by the Rufino-Prieto family 
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who is into real estate and fast-food chains. Its president and chief 

executive officer, Alexandra Prieto-Romualdez, is married to the 

nephew of Marcos, Philip Romualdez, who is in the mining business 

(Inquirer, n.d.-a). In 2017, Ramon S. Ang, a Chinese-Filipino business 

tycoon and close friend of Duterte, reportedly sealed the deal of 

acquiring the majority shares of Inquirer from the Prieto family (Jiao, 

2017; Rappler, 2017c).  

Inquirer.net is the news website of Inquirer and was founded in 

1997. As of April 2019, it claims a reach of 50 million pageviews and 5.5 

million unique visits per month (Inquirer, n.d.-b). It has over 5.3 million 

followers on Facebook.  

 

 
 
Photo 9. Inquirer’s April 16, 2019 cover. Retrieved April 16, 2019 from 

https://www.inquirer.net. 
 

 

 

 



 

 158 

5.5.2.1. Popular stories and tone  

The outlet tackles (1) war on drugs, (2) Duterte and Xi, (3) economy and 

(4) killings which include the killings of local government officials, 

lawyers, peasants and indigenous peoples. It is generally critical of the 

sociopolitical issues surrounding Duterte. This is apparent in stories 

involving the drug war, killings, and the leader’s ties with Xi. It is critical 

as it represents topical issues that need timely scrutiny and opposition. 

The context of the stories and the use of non-governmental sources add 

value to the critical tone of its editorials. For instance, Poster boys of 

impunity (2018d) shows how the outlet calls out the killings of teenagers 

in the drug war (Exhibit 2).  

Inquirer, however, is merely descriptive and often uncritical when 

it comes to discussing the economy. The outlet generally echoes the 

economic position of the administration without consistent oppositional 

voices or alternative positions from non-government sources. One case 

in point is Still restrictive (2018k) where it signals a push for the 

government to relax restrictions on foreign investments. Here, Inquirer 

in effect re-articulates the intense liberalization agenda of the 

administration (Exhibit 3). In fact, all of the 6 Inquirer editorials that deal 

with the economy (including 2018k) appear to be either pro-liberalization 

or uncritical of Duterte, as seen in the outlet’s remarks on inflation 

(2018f, 2018m, 2019a), pro-rice tariffication (2018a, 2018m) and pro-

Duterte’s economic-infrastructure project (2018i). 

 

 



 

 159 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Exhibit 2. Inquirer’s critical tone on sociopolitical issues: 

The narrative of the victims add context to the editorial (Inquirer, 
2018d) – (1 of 2). 
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Exhibit 2. Inquirer’s critical tone on sociopolitical issues: 
The editorial lines signify opposition and resistance against the conduct 

of drug war (Inquirer, 2018d) – (2 of 2). 
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Exhibit 3. Inquirer’s descriptive and uncritical tone on economic issues: 
The editorial endorses the pursuit of “aggressive changes” in 

economic policies, offering no oppositional voices (Inquirer, 2018k) – 
(1 of 2). 
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Exhibit 3. Inquirer’s descriptive and uncritical tone on economic issues: 
The editorial endorses the pro-liberalization stance of the outlet in line 

with the economic policy pursued by the Duterte administration 
(Inquirer, 2018k) – (2 of 2). 
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5.5.3. Rappler 

Rappler is an online-based news outlet founded by journalists including 

Ressa in 2012. According to its profile, its largest shareholders are its 

journalists with a combined 34.42% ownership. The remaining 

shareholdings are owned by Dolphin Fire Group Inc. (31.20%), 

Benjamin Y. So (17.86%) and Hatchd Group Inc. (16.51%) (Rappler, 

2017d). The outlet uses web features called Rappler Mood Meter and 

Mood Navigator to track the emotions (happy, sad, don’t care, annoyed) 

of readers toward its stories. It claims 40 million page views and 10 

million unique visitors per month as of April 2019, and that 60% of its 

audience are aged 18 to 34 (Rappler, n.d.). On Facebook, it has over 

3.8 million followers. 

Rappler calls its editorials AnimatED because it uses motion 

graphics or moving images in its publications. Unlike the other three 

outlets, Rappler is exclusively online-based. Its editorials are not 

published on a daily basis and some are written in the Filipino language. 

Those written in Filipino are excluded to manage possible misreading in 

terms of linguistic translation. 

 

5.5.3.1. Popular stories and tone  

Rappler’s editorials talk about (1) war on drugs, (2) Duterte and Xi, (3) 

Duterte and the Marcoses and (4) police and impunity. The outlet is 

generally critical in its stand on sociopolitical issues. It challenges the 

positions expressed by Duterte on the grounds of democracy and 

human rights, denouncing the leader for instance for his iron fist style of 
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Photo 10. Rappler’s April 16, 2019 cover. Retrieved April 16, 2019 
from https://www.rappler.com. 

 
 

governance. In Policy on drugs must be based on facts (2016c), Duterte 

is criticized for failing to show sound evidence that can back up his 

inconsistent estimates of illegal drug users (Exhibit 4).  

Rappler sometimes uses satire to jeer the assertions of the leader 

and his diehard supporters. The use of satirical style in editorials is an 

attempt to appeal to the young middle-class readers who appears to be 

the main target audience of the outlet. In A dozen wishes for 2019 

(2019a), the outlet lampoons some personalities and institutions in 

mainstream politics (Exhibit 5). It is essential to note that editorials in the 

vernacular, though excluded from the analysis, are sometimes more 

engaging as they express a localized and contextualized sense of 

humor. 
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Exhibit 4. Rappler’s critical tone on sociopolitical issues: 

The editorial highlights Duterte’s inconsistent and unscientific claims 
about illegal drugs (Rappler, 2016c) – (1 of 2). 
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Exhibit 4. Rappler’s critical tone on sociopolitical issues: 
The editorial lines highlight the need for data-backed policy on 

addressing illegal drugs (Rappler, 2016c) – (2 of 2). 
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Exhibit 5. Rappler’s use of satire (Rappler, 2019a) – (1 of 2). 

 



 

 168 

 
 

 
Exhibit 5. Rappler’s use of satire (Rappler, 2019a) – (2 of 2). 

 
 

5.5.4. Philippine Star 

Star was founded by almost the same group that established Inquirer in 

1986. It was originally set up as an administration paper that supported 

Cojuangco Aquino. The president and chief executive officer of the 

paper, Miguel Belmonte, maintained that it will be supportive of the 

Duterte administration (Reporters Without Borders, 2016b). Belmonte is 

son of Feliciano Belmonte, Jr., former Speaker of the House of 

Representatives, and brother of Quezon City mayor Joy Belmonte, both 

members of the Liberal Party. The Belmonte family owns 20% of 

company shares while Manuel V. Pangilinan, business competitor of 
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Ramon S. Ang, started acquiring the company in 2011. Pangilinan now 

owns majority of the shares at 51% (Reporters Without Borders, 2016b).  

The outlet claims to be the most read paper in Metro Manila in the 

third quarter of 2017, and the leading broadsheet in terms of advertising 

revenue (Star, 2017c). Philstar.com, its online news edition, was 

founded in 2000. It has over 2.6 million followers on Facebook.  

 

 
 

Photo 11. Star’s April 16, 2019 cover. Retrieved April 16, 2019 from 
https://www.philstar.com. 

 
 

5.5.4.1. Popular stories and tone 

Star’s editorials deal with (1) war on drugs, (2) killings, (3) police and (4) 

corruption. The general tone is uncritical and descriptive despite the 

political nature of its stories. The outlet is uncritical because it fails to 

unmask liability and accountability particularly in issues concerning the 

drug war and human rights. While there were one or two attempts to be 

critical (for example 2017a), Star was inclined to merely describe the 

broad landscape of the editorial subject. As a result, it becomes fond of 
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releasing banal statements away from unearthing the specifics of its 

subjects and stories. Like Bulletin, Star romanticizes the seeming bright 

side of things under Duterte. For example, Relentless and chilling 

(2018d) merely illustrates how the leader will be “relentless and chilling” 

in his crusade against drugs. It fails to engage a detailed narrative of the 

drug war, including the patterns of killings and the social context in which 

it operates, that has implications to the gravity of killings on the ground. 

With Star’s neutral stance, it further legitimizes the policy it supposed to 

condemn (Exhibit 6). The tendency not to criticize Duterte may be one 

consequence of the pronouncement of company president and CEO 

Miguel Belmonte – that Star will indeed be supportive of the 

administration (Reporters Without Borders, 2016b).  

 

5.6. Media frames 

Based on a reading of 261 editorials, the media frames are categorized 

into three positional categories: anti-AP, pro-AP and neutral (Table 4). 

 

Anti-AP Pro-AP Neutral 

Anti-Duterte and Xi 
frame 

Silver linings frame Inconsistent 
opposition frame 

Anti-Duterte and 
Marcos frame 

State narrative 
frame 

Non-contextual 
frame 

Apologists and 
critics of Duterte 

frame 

  

 
Table 4. Frames of media populism 
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Exhibit 6. Star’s uncritical tone on the drug war: 
The editorial legitimizes the police’s narratives and fails to feature 

oppositional and data-based accounts of the drug war (Star, 2018d). 
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5.6.1. Anti-AP 

The frames under anti-AP are critical frames that challenge and critique 

the stories about the administration. These are (1) anti-Duterte and Xi, 

(2) anti-Duterte and Marcos and (3) apologists and critics of Duterte. 

 

5.6.1.1. Anti-Duterte and Xi frame 

The frame portrays the political subservience of Duterte to Xi. It exposes 

the ties between the two leaders and confronts the “friendly” yet docile 

leaning of Duterte at the expense of compromising national issues. The 

frame is used in stories involving the disputed territories in the West 

Philippine Sea (WPS) / South China Sea (SCS) and Duterte’s 

accommodating rhetoric toward Xi. The following excerpts exhibit the 

narratives of anti-Duterte, anti-Xi frame. 

 

 
 

 
 

Exhibit 7. Duterte’s geopolitics (Rappler, 2018b). 
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Exhibit 8. Duterte’s dealings with China (Rappler, 2017a). 
 
 
 

 
 

Exhibit 9. Duterte’s visit in China (Rappler, 2016d). 
 

 

The frame is also a way to register dissent against the ambivalent 

alliance of two leaders. Editorials use cautionary expressions and 

evidence, such as “threat,” “aggressive” and a court ruling on WPS 

favoring the Philippines’ territorial claim, to call out the yielding stance 

of Duterte. In this regard, the frame is evident in stories encompassing 

the economic and political agreements inked by the two leaders and the 

maritime territorial disputes. 
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Exhibit 10. A caution against “debt-trap diplomacy” (Inquirer, 2018e). 
 
 

 
  
Exhibit 11. Duterte’s passive stance on the disputed territory (Inquirer, 

2018n). 
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Exhibit 12. China’s weather stations in the disputed territory (Inquirer, 
2018l). 

 
 

5.6.1.2. Anti-Duterte and Marcos frame 

The frame reiterates and opposes the enduring alliance between 

Duterte and the Marcoses. Drawing partial similarities with the previous 

frame, the anti-Duterte and Marcos frame is used to confront the 

unwavering pro-Marcos posture of Duterte. This is evidenced by the 

leader’s hasty decision to award the dictator a hero’s burial and tolerate 

a favorable police treatment for his wife, Imelda, after being convicted 

of seven counts of graft. 
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Exhibit 13. Duterte’s role in awarding the dictator Marcos a hero’s 
burial (Rappler, 2016e). 

 
 

 

 
 
 

Exhibit 14. Special treatment of Imelda Marcos (Rappler, 2018c). 
 
 

 
 

Exhibit 15. Duterte’s martial law (Rappler, 2016b). 
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The frame paints a picture of how the Marcoses continue to inspire the 

trajectory of the current administration, despite the corrupt and brutal 

Marcosian tactics of anti-human rights. Editorials cite Marcos’ flawed 

martial law justifications to expose how it “epically failed” to rejuvenate 

the Philippine republic. In Epic fail (Inquirer, 2018h), published in time 

for the 46th commemoration of Marcos’ martial law declaration, the 

editorial remarks how the dictator justified – yet failed in so many fronts 

– the imposition of martial rule. Against the premise that martial law was 

necessary to fight the oligarchy, it restates that such excuse fails epically 

because “the 80 or so families that formed the economic elite during the 

martial law years…rose to power and prominence because of their 

direct connection to either Marcos or his extravagant wife, Imelda” 

(Inquirer, 2018h). 

 

 
 
 

Exhibit 16. Marcos’ failed martial law (Inquirer, 2018h) – (1 of 2). 
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Exhibit 16. Marcos’ failed martial law (Inquirer, 2018h) – (2 of 2). 
 

 

Editorials tackle stories involving the family members of the dictator and 

relate them to the enduring alliance between Marcos and Duterte. In 

Kicking COA (Inquirer, 2018g), it observes the leader’s “contempt for 

the COA” or Commission on Audit, a constitutional body tasked to 

evaluate the expenditures of the Philippine government, after the office, 

according to Imee Marcos, was making it difficult for her to make cash 

advances. Duterte “jokingly” announced that COA staff should then be 

thrown down the stairs, with Imee clapping enthusiastically and saying 

Yes, yes, yes! to the populist (Exhibit 17). 
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Exhibit 17. Duterte, siding with Imee Marcos, “jokingly” berates the 
Commission on Audit (Inquirer, 2018g). 

 
 

5.6.1.3. Apologists and critics of Duterte frame 

A critical frame used to identify the apologists and critics of the 

administration, it associates and dissociates key personalities with and 

from the leader. On the one hand, the “like Duterte” identifies the 

editorial subjects, oftentimes State officials and politicians, with Duterte. 

This is one way to sketch the broader relational context between the 

subject and the leader. The frame is apparent in stories concerning the 

drug war where officials and known personalities are given scrutinized 
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attention. The following excerpts document the affinities of editorial 

subjects with Duterte in relation to his style of governance. 

 

 
 

Exhibit 18. Nicanor Faeldon, director of the Bureau of Corrections, was 
compared with Duterte when he unleashed a tough rhetoric on how he 
would “personally obliterate” his son, among those arrested in an anti-
drug operation in December 2018, if proven involved in the illegal drug 

trade. (Inquirer, 2018p). 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 
Exhibit 19. Uson, an ardent Duterte loyalist, was likened with how the 

leader commits public offenses (Inquirer, 2018c). 
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Exhibit 20. Duterte’s militarization of the civilian government is an “old 

Marcos bullshit” (Inquirer, 2018j). 
 

 

On the other hand, the “unlike Duterte” names the editorial 

subjects that defy the leader. As a critical way of framing, it helps show 

how intolerant the administration is of dissenting and oppositional 

parties. The excerpts chronicle the arrests of known critics such as 

Ressa and Ocampo, red-tagging of teachers, and killings of farmers, 

indigenous peoples, journalists and environmentalists under Duterte. 

 

 

 
 

 
Exhibit 21. The arrests of known Duterte critics which the editorial 

called a “disturbing pattern” (Inquirer, 2018o). 
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Exhibit 22. Police “profiling” and red-tagging of members of the 
Alliance of Concerned Teachers (Inquirer, 2019b) 

 
 

 
 
Exhibit 23. The killings of farmers, indigenous peoples, journalists and 
environmentalists under the Duterte administration (Inquirer, 2018b). 
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5.6.2. Pro-AP  

The frames that express a pro-AP position are uncritical and supportive 

of the Duterte narratives. These are (1) silver linings and (2) State 

narrative.  

 

5.6.2.1. Silver linings frame 

The frame recounts the politically compromised position of news media. 

Bulletin and at some point Star utilize this uncritical frame to articulate 

its position toward Duterte. On the one hand, its hopeful tone echoes 

the dictum of the government, that is, by rechanneling one’s attention to 

the supposed positive achievements of the administration. Particularly 

in the area of national economy, Bulletin advocates “hope” to inspire 

resilience amid the omnipresent danger of inflation. The outlet’s hopeful, 

resilient and forward-looking viewpoint resonates with that of the 

government – one that inculcates a non-confrontational, passive public. 

The “bright side of things” narrative is used interchangeably with 

phrases like “we hope,” “we await” and “it is reassuring.” In what follows 

are editorial lines that, against the backdrop of economic crisis battling 

the nation, sensationalize an almost-utopian vision of hope. 

 

 
 

Exhibit 24. Hope amid rice inflation (Bulletin, 2018d). 
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Exhibit 25. Hope amid “so much worrying news” (Bulletin, 2018c). 
 

 

 
 
 

Exhibit 26. Hope amid rising inflation, hope that consumers will adjust 
to the crisis (Bulletin, 2018a). 

 
 

On the other hand, the welcoming tone signifies cooperation for the sake 

of the common good. But given the complex setting of populist politics 

and exclusive economics, welcoming may mean oratorical 

submissiveness to State narratives. This is noticeable in editorials 

dealing with Duterte’s aggressive economic and political links with Xi. 
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Exhibit 27. Welcoming China’s opening up (Bulletin, 2018i). 
 
 

 

 
 

Exhibit 28. Looking forward to “an era of progress” (Bulletin, 2018g). 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Exhibit 29. Welcoming Xi’s assistance (Bulletin, 2018e). 
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Star, for its part, uses the silver linings frame in tackling Duterte’s anti-

corruption drive and the leader’s “cooperation” with Xi. The outlet is 

uncritical as it merely reiterates – if not plainly glorifies – the supposed 

relevance of Duterte’s agenda as peddled by its editorial subjects and 

stories. The welcoming tone is typified by wordings such as 

“cooperation,” “friendly relations” and “bilateral ties.” 

 

 
 
 

Exhibit 30. Duterte’s anti-corruption drive (Star, 2016b). 
 
 

 
 
 

Exhibit 31. Cooperation and friendly relations (Star, 2018f). 
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Exhibit 32. Reiterating and welcoming bilateral ties (Star, 2017b). 
 

 

5.6.2.2. State narrative frame 

The frame records, reports and normalizes the narrative of the 

administration. The news media, in this case Bulletin, in a way becomes 

part and parcel of the propaganda machine of the government. This 

frame presents a smooth and straightforward narration of stories based 

on official State accounts. Needless to say, the frame is uncritical and 

one-sided. In the analyzed editorials, national government officials are 

often quoted or referred to. They include Presidential Spokesperson 

Roque, Socioeconomic Planning Secretary Ernesto Pernia, Finance 

Secretary Carlos Dominguez III, former House Speaker Arroyo, 

Congressman and Arroyo’s favored economist Joey Salceda, Budget 

Secretary Benjamin Diokno, and of course, Duterte (Bulletin, 2018a, 

2018b, 2018c, 2018e, 2018f). 
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Exhibit 33. State narrative on the economy (Bulletin, 2018a). 
 
 
 

 

 

 
Exhibit 34. State narrative on government-to-government 

“development” projects (Bulletin, 2018e). 
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5.6.3. Neutral  

This category demonstrates the inconsistent or subtle position of news 

media when dealing with Duterte. They are neutral in the sense that 

their stance, whether critical or uncritical, is not explicitly articulated. Yet, 

the implication is that it gears more toward uncritical and supportive, 

rather than critical, framing that only gratifies the administration. The 

frames that advance a neutral position are (1) inconsistent opposition 

and (2) non-contextual. 

 

5.6.3.1. Inconsistent opposition frame 

The frame represents the Star’s failure to consistently oppose the 

narrative and policy of the leader, demonstrating how the outlet loses 

the ability and willingness to critique the populist administration. The 

inconsistent opposition frame is used in stories involving illegal drugs 

and human rights. It was apparent only during the first few months of 

editorial coverage of the administration, as can be seen in Stand up for 

someone’s rights (2016c), Casualties of a brutal war (2016d) and War 

on drugs slipping away (2017a) – a possible indication of how Star 

heeded its company president’s pronouncement of supporting Duterte 

by retracting future criticisms. 
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Exhibit 35. Star’s attempt to use the human rights lens in addressing 
the drug war (Star, 2016c). 

 
 

 
 

Exhibit 36. A possible human face of the drug war (Star, 2016d). 
 

 

 
 
 

Exhibit 37. An attempt to critique Duterte’s rhetoric and the police force 
(Star, 2017a). 
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5.6.3.2. Non-contextual frame 

The frame represents the failure of news media to supply contextual 

narratives needed in editorials. On the contrary, it merely echoes the 

official accounts of State sources which arguably is an implication of the 

State narrative frame. The non-contextual frame does not generate the 

much-needed specifics sourced from various data like historical and 

comparative data and opinion and survey polls, hence failing to convey 

a context-based editorial. Moreover, it misses to elaborate the human 

face of editorials due to several assertions that lack substantiations. 

Suffice to say, the frame is neutral and uncritical as it does not chronicle 

the sociopolitical setting and wider repercussions of editorial stories. 

Star uses the non-contextual frame in its discussion of “should be” 

critical stories particularly human rights and illegal drugs.  

 

 
 
 

Exhibit 38. Insufficient details and contexts on why drug abuse is a 
“complex problem” (Star, 2018a). 
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Exhibit 39. Inadequate justification as to what is reassuring about the 
police’s efforts in preventing abuses (Star, 2018g). 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
Exhibit 40. Misleading premise on the apparent relationship between 
the “much lesser scale” drug killings and the police’s “commitment” to 

human rights (Star, 2018c). 
 

 

5.7. Locating nationalism and human rights in media populism 

As expounded in Chapter 3, nationalism is construed as a political 

principle that conveys a sentiment or movement (Gellner, 1983). The 

notion is espoused by political leaders who tend to reduce ‘the people’ 

into who is included and excluded from state citizenship (Fuchs, 2018b). 
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In Duterte’s Philippines, the exclusionary vision of nationalism is partly 

enabled by patronizing political actors whom the leader counts on for 

electoral and political capital. 

Nationalism is one topical subject addressed in the media. While 

not explicitly articulated compared with human rights issues like war on 

drugs, the political actors allied with Duterte are identified, justly or 

otherwise, to paint a broader political picture of the administration. The 

representation of nationalism and its competing shapes are imperative 

as it is indicative of the willingness, or lack thereof, of media to elucidate 

the sentiment and alliances forged by the leader. For example, Duterte 

in various occasions expressed adulation for the former dictator Marcos, 

peddling the extremely polarizing claim of “golden years” under the 

regime. As with Xi, Duterte has repeatedly praised the “pro-Filipino” 

leaning of the Chinese leader while submissively dealing with the 

aggressive, militarized approach of Xi to the West Philippine Sea. In this 

Chapter, the positional category of anti-AP delineates how the media 

editorializes the political ties of Duterte with Marcos and Xi. It shows the 

skeptical position of media toward these actors, thereby denouncing 

Duterte’s nationalist claims and ardent ties with the two. The media in 

this regard performs an anti-populist role that rebukes the populist 

narrative of nationalism. It crystallizes the populism by the media 

perspective through its anti-establishment, anti-politician stance.  

 As in the case of nationalism, the media registers different political 

positions in its coverage of human rights. Under Duterte, the more 

prominent rights issues depicted are drug war and killings of local 
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government officials, journalists, lawyers, indigenous Lumad, peasants, 

and priests. The media’s role in editorializing human rights is generally 

twofold, namely, as a critic and enabler of Duterte’s anti-human rights 

agenda. 

As a critic, the media challenges the populist claims on the 

grounds of human rights. It points out the need for factual data to back 

up policies that have serious repercussions on civil liberties. When 

Duterte for instance speaks of illegal drugs as a national crisis, the 

media aptly seeks clarifications as to the number of drug users, trends 

in drugs use, and even questions whether a militarized approach is the 

way to go. In its editorials, an anti-AP media mainstreams the narratives 

of victims of the drug war and not the inconsistent justifications 

advanced by the leader. On the other hand, the media serves as an 

accomplice in magnifying the anti-human rights agenda of the populist. 

Here, the media reiterates the seeming bright side of things despite 

direct assaults on right to life and free expression. Fulfilling the populism 

through the media perspective where media creates a favorable 

coverage for populist messages, the AP-friendly approach is typified by 

pro-AP and neutral positional categories, particularly the State narrative 

frame which merely echoes the official government accounts. In 

addition, the non-contextual frame rejects the value of context as it acts 

acquiescently to the compass of the leader, ergo deliberately 

abandoning the expected watchdog role of news media. 
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5.8. Summary 

This chapter has demonstrated that news media outlets are capable of 

supporting and defying the populist agenda through editorials. While 

more politically inclined news media perform a critical watchdog role by 

challenging AP, some conveniently adopt frames that invite a more 

positive reading of Duterte through the use of pro-AP and neutral 

positions. 

Rappler and Inquirer are generally critical in their positions on 

sociopolitical issues of war on drugs and the leader’s ties with Marcos 

and Xi. Both outlets use the anti-Duterte and Xi frame to denounce the 

political ties between the two. Rappler uses the anti-Duterte and Marcos 

frame to rebuke the abominable alliance between Duterte and the 

Marcoses; and Inquirer, with its apologists and critics of Duterte frame, 

names and unmasks the apologists of the administration. However, 

Rappler appears less vocal about the economy, with its editorial stories 

heavily concentrated on politics and human rights. While Inquirer, in its 

editorials on the economy, sounds certain and supportive of the 

economic, pro-liberalization agenda of Duterte. 

Bulletin and Star, on the other hand, are uncritical in its editorials 

on politics, human rights and the economy. Bulletin has a penchant for 

signifying hope under Duterte through wordings such as “we hope,” “we 

await” and “it is reassuring.” It deploys the silver linings frame when 

discussing the economy. Star, for its part, fails to supply consistent 

oppositional views to its narration of illegal drugs and human rights. As 

a result, the outlet exhibits the neutral but uncritically inclined frame of 



 

 196 

inconsistent opposition. There are two reasons why this is the case. First 

and the more obvious is that no less than the company president and 

CEO proclaimed it will be supportive of the Duterte administration. And 

second, judging from the average number of words used in editorials, 

Star is the least expressive with 347. 
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CHAPTER 6. THE POPULIST TEMPTATION 

 

Authoritarian populism uses popular discourses and historical forces to 

bend human rights and nationalism to suit its agenda. Using the lens of 

media populism, this chapter will re-problematize the state of human 

rights and nationalism to underscore the mediated narratives of 

populism. It argues that the antidemocratic discourses surrounding 

human rights and nationalism mediate the communicative might of the 

populist leader. As discussed in the preceding chapters, these 

discourses have a shared history in Philippine mainstream politics. 

Duterte successfully harnessed the flawed state of human rights and 

nationalism and turned it into a full-blown antidemocratic style of politics. 

The leader’s variant of AP is represented by a political style that 

capitalizes on populist popularity, anti-human rights agenda and 

exclusionary nationalism. The ensuing discussions will weave together 

the conceptual and normative arguments of the study, and offer some 

concluding insights on the prospects of AP. 

 

6.1. Media and the quest for popularity 

It will be recalled that the concept of media populism underlines the 

political relationship between media and populist leader. Both the media 

and the populist articulate a desire to attract the ordinary and the 

popular. The leader needs the media to hype its desired image. The 

media, on the other hand, has to produce relatable stories that are 

appealing to the common audience.  
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The populist builds up on his pro-poor, pro-masses image through 

the media. He must orchestrate a mediatized icon that can identify with 

the conceived public composed mainly of middle-income and low-

income individuals otherwise known as socio-economic classes D and 

E, respectively. As in the case of the 2016 elections, the electorate was 

overwhelmingly made up of class D (65 to 75 percent) and E (20 to 30 

percent), with only 5 to 10 percent upper-income ABC (Holmes, 2016). 

The image build-up is revealing because the people, that is, the mass 

voters, need a name or image-recall instilled up until the voting. As for 

Duterte, his political brand and personality boldly captured the anxiety 

and hope of the local voters (Curato, 2016). His success in this regard 

hinged on a mediatized representation that perpetuated an outsider icon 

who despises the corrupt elites of Manila. For him, the bureaucrats of 

the capital have abandoned the plight of those in the rural and far-flung 

communities. The leader’s image is reminiscent of but exceptionally 

distinct from Marcos and Estrada. He was inspired by the so-called virile 

stature of Marcos, as well as the impassioned, pro-masses charisma of 

Estrada. His to some extent is a hybridized variant of image construction 

that impels the crowd-pleasing rhetoric of street talking, swearing, 

killing, and being a womanizer. In April 2016, Duterte defended his use 

of Viagra saying that “I was separated from my wife. I’m not impotent. 

What am I supposed to do? Let this (referring to his genitalia) hang 

forever? When I take Viagra, it stands up” (Star, 2016a). His spectators, 

no less than the business elite groups Makati Business Club and 

Management Association of the Philippines, were fervently amused and 
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even praised Duterte’s conviction against criminality. His coarse oratory 

was picked up by various national and international media which hyped 

them as Duterte’s Viagra remarks. This prompted the international 

dominant media outlets to come up with quotable quotes as a way to 

narrate the leader’s presumed unorthodoxy: the New York Times titled 

its piece Duterte’s Most Contentious Quotations (Goldman, 2016), BBC 

labelled it as Duterte in Quotes (BBC, 2016) and NBC called it Duterte 

No Stranger to Controversial Statements (Fieldstadt & Merchant, 2016).  

The study demonstrated that analyzing media frames helped 

gauge the ability and willingness of news media to withstand, confront 

or support the administration. The anti-populist frames showed how 

indispensable it is to historicize the sociopolitical acts of Duterte. This, 

for example, is seen in ways editorials draw the political ties between 

the leader and Marcos through the anti-Duterte and Marcos frame. 

Editorials critical of the sociopolitical issues hounding the administration 

helped expose loyalists and dissidents by framing them as apologists 

and critics of Duterte. Acting as an anti-populist critic of Duterte, Rappler 

unmasks the antidemocratic repercussions of the leader’s rhetorical 

pronouncements. Maintaining a critical stance against Duterte’s populist 

narratives, it would be instructive for the outlet to further extend its 

editorial stories and include those that deal with the economy. This way, 

Rappler can initiate a broader anti-populist position that can help 

advance its promotion of human rights and democracy. Against this 

backdrop, it would be a sensible reminder not to emulate the forbearing 

position of other outlets particularly Inquirer given its pro-liberalization 
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and conservative views on the economy. At the same time, we face the 

long-standing fact that media ownership can pose a threat, obvious or 

subtle, to ways editorials are framed. The case of Star, originally 

established as a pro-Cojuangco Aquino paper and currently managed 

by the political family of Go-Belmonte, is explicit that it is supportive of 

the Duterte administration. The outlet’s use of a silver linings frame 

demonstrated how it merely embraced the pronouncements and 

policies of Duterte and Xi. Bulletin, owned by Chinese-Filipino business 

family Yap and which claims to be “the nation’s leading newspaper,” 

remains almost always hopeful under Duterte. Through the silver linings 

frame, the outlet perpetuated the optimistic and presumed resilient 

mantra of the administration in areas like the economy and foreign ties 

with Xi. 

The concept of media populism discusses how the news media 

amplifies and strengthens the populist messages of politicians. Under 

Duterte, the media enables the populist agenda of the leader by giving 

in to the temptation of overhyping the presumed controversial and 

unorthodox theatrics of the populist. At the same time, it tends to frame 

some political stories in a conservative and less controversial way so as 

not to shake up the powers that be. During elections, for example, the 

media circulates alluring yet apolitically inclined stories to avoid 

confrontations with elites. The more popular the image of the populist 

is, the more viable the story. In the Philippines, television remains the 

most expensive platform for political advertisements. A 30-second 

television ad costs more than PHP 800,000 or around USD 15,000 while 
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a 15-second ad is nearly PHP 500,000 or USD 9,500 (Rodriguez, 2016). 

In 2016, Philippine media agencies earned about PHP 5.4 billion or USD 

103 million from political ads of some 50 national candidates and their 

political parties alone (Simon, 2017). The surprising part though, the 

report continued, was those 55 media agencies including two TV 

stations, 15 newspapers and 38 radio stations failed to religiously 

comply with the Commission on Election’s Campaign Finance Office’s 

rules where media companies are mandated by law to submit 

advertising contracts and receipts of political advertisements. In the era 

of networked communications, social media companies like Facebook 

profit from such advertisements, imposing an ad cost of anywhere 

between PHP 40 to 1 million or USD 7 cents to 19,000 daily (Occenola, 

2016). Under Duterte, Facebook serves as a propitious machinery that 

manipulates disinformation and red-tagging of human rights workers 

and journalists. Human rights bodies like the UN Human Rights 

observed how the platform targets marginalized groups like women with 

online harassment and misogynistic comments (United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 2020). 

 

6.2. Disfigured rights and nationalism: Striking the us-versus-them 

divide 

The intertwined notions of human rights and nationalism are bound by 

the power of AP. The anti-human rights agenda and exclusionary-

nationalist narratives are deployed to propel the rage of binary politics 

where “us” represents the forgotten and “them” as the ostracized other. 
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In the name of anti-human rights, Duterte eschewed international 

human rights reports that challenge his militarized approach to illegal 

drugs. He simply invoked his “leave us alone” rhetoric, in which “us” is 

signified as an appeal to his conservative blocs of followings. On the 

other hand, the leader altered the tone of binarism when dealing with 

critics in his own backyard. The us-versus-them divide is now given a 

new face – “us” being the anti-drugs, anti-criminal and anti-corrupt 

Filipinos and “them” as the erring oppositional voices whose job is to 

sabotage the State. Worst, dissidents are openly tagged as members or 

fronts of the communist movement that incites rebellion against the 

popularly constituted government. 

The study contends that the anti-human rights discourses of 

strongman and fake news amplify the power blocs of AP. While the 

exclusionary-nationalist vision, articulated through patronage politics, 

political hate and mediatized masses, exacerbates the populist divide 

and promulgates views that suit the pseudo-nationalist longing of the 

populist leader. 

Duterte launched his war on drugs given the conjecture that he 

needed to save the future generation of young children which in his mind 

comprised the remaining hope of the nation. For the leader, the nation 

must be freed from illegal drugs, criminality and corruption. The masses, 

in his eyes, must be liberated from unlawful activities and servile 

poverty. But the drug war delegated excessive and unimpeachable 

power to the security forces, thereby murdering members of his 

idealized masses D and E. Enabled no less by the chief executive, the 
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police force functioning as a repressive state apparatus (Althusser, 

1970) hunts down the enemies of the State – the label attributed to drug 

addicts and petty criminals, but also, to those who dare register dissent 

in the name of human rights. The use of the police and other security 

forces particularly the military, paramilitary and private armies in the 

name of anti-human rights is not uncommon in Philippine politics. The 

barbaric security ploy was formally introduced no less by the American 

forces and weaponized by presidential regimes since the 

Commonwealth government of Manuel L. Quezon in the mid-1930s. 

Marcos, in his 14-year martial law rule, extensively stationed the police 

force then called Philippine Constabulary to torture advocates of 

democratic rights. Estrada, with his anti-Moro sentiment, conveniently 

declared an all-out military war against the Muslim rebels in Mindanao. 

Arroyo was a brilliant security tactician a la Marcos who oversaw a wave 

of arrests, disappearances and killings of political activists, university 

students and journalists. Duterte continues to capitalize on these 

historical and systemic flaws by amplifying a chauvinist rhetoric while 

simultaneously pursuing intimidations, arbitrary arrests and killings in 

the name of anti-drug crusade. 

The system of class patronage considers political patrons as its 

principal source of power. These patrons include former presidents, 

financier-capitalists and business moguls. As in the case of patronage 

politics, only the few exceptional ones are proclaimed as architects of 

nationalist agenda. Under Duterte, the Duterte-Marcos-Arroyo holy 

trinity of power represents the unity of capital forged through various 
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political and economic fronts. The unity of capital operates through 

alliances and endorsements evident in electoral campaigns and 

sponsorship of government projects. With just six months in office, 

Duterte appointed at least half a dozen of his campaign financial donors 

and their relatives to Cabinet and other government positions (Ilagan & 

Mangahas, 2016) which, although not illegal, is not necessarily a 

virtuous practice. 

Using the pretext of fake news, the forces behind disinformation 

campaigns are online political trolls and diehard supporters who echo 

the us-versus-them sentiment of the leader. The hostile articulation of 

hate reinforces the polarized camps of pure nationalists versus sham 

nationalists. Here, the main targets are journalists, media workers and 

the dissenting public. The legitimate practice of journalism is berated for 

its perceived biases against the powers that be. Reminiscent of how 

developmental journalism or simply uncritical press was sought no less 

by the alleged icon of Philippine democracy Cojuangco Aquino 

(Constantino, 2000b), the loyalists of Duterte continue to belittle and 

harass journalists critical of the administration. They are labelled as 

bayaran or merely paid by business or foreign interests to destabilize 

the government, with media groups denounced as members or 

supporters of the communist movement. The military, for example, had 

to come up with a PowerPoint presentation titled Know your enemy to 

“expose” the communist-leaning of media and human rights groups 

charged as “enemies of the State” (Teodoro, 2005).  
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6.3. Conclusion 

The ways in which authoritarian populism navigates and reformats the 

democratic pillars of human rights and nationalism attest to the central 

role of mediatization of politics under populism. It demonstrates the 

interface of media logic and political logic at a time when media is 

heavily politicized and politics becomes increasingly mediatized. While 

the excessive mediatization of political practices can contort the 

functioning of democracy, scholars dispel the view that we are heading 

toward a media-driven democracy, warning that it is simply unwarranted 

to postulate the dissolution of politics over media logic (Mazzoleni & 

Schulz, 1999). Through the prism of media populism, the issues of 

context and history help explain the perplexing nature of populist politics 

that drives the familiar and innovative means of media weaponization. 

Populist actors thrive as they judiciously harness the nexus of media 

and politics that amplifies the populist agenda of anti-human rights and 

exclusionary nationalism. 

 Studies on authoritarian populism have highlighted the political and 

ideological currency of the term. Contemporary debates center on the 

extent of political gratification that political leaders and media gain by 

mainstreaming the agenda of AP, while the subjects of human rights 

and nationalism are usually framed against identity and border politics. 

The study took a historical-political approach in interrogating AP to 

demonstrate how its mediated project of politicking is shaped by 

historical and political discursive blocs of power. While it is accurate to 

argue that AP represents the ideological leaning of the Right, the shifting 
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balance of forces in regional and transnational politics must be carefully 

accounted for. The continuing American military ascendancy now 

coupled with a more visible Chinese hegemony provide a complicated 

yet sophisticated armor for the Right. AP in the Philippines, as part of 

the wider ideological currency of the Right, goes beyond the traditional 

Trumpism-Republicanism or Thatcherism-Conservativism. The study 

showed that institutional property of media, patronage and postcolonial 

sentiment are imperative in interpreting the communicative might of AP. 

These factors appeared underestimated in the dominant literature. The 

conceptual interventions that this inquiry has in the fields of 

communication and populism are laid out in the ensuing discussions. 

The literature and discourses on nationalism and populism have 

pointed out ways in which political leaders use the distant past to draw 

followings and ostracize the other on the basis of color, race and 

national identities. The study demonstrated that Duterte’s means of 

othering are built upon his prowess to revile group identities. Unlike the 

anti-immigrant and race-inspired nationalism waged by political actors 

in the West, one common target of Duterte’s othering is the indigenous 

peoples who he claimed are being trained in the hinterland to become 

subversives and communists. The Philippine variant of nationalism is 

thus dominated by a narrative of exclusion and political hate. In addition, 

it is pivotal to take into account the postcolonial formation of a State as 

this factor can help map the trajectories of nationalism and populism. In 

the Philippines, the colonial might of Spain and America once served as 

the tipping point for liberation and nationalist movements. Under 
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Duterte, postcolonial sentiment is exploited as a rhetorical device to 

falsely homogenize the political opposition as a ticket of bogus 

nationalists. In the name of exclusionary nationalism, those who dare 

criticize the leader’s passive ties with China’s Xi and Russia’s Putin are 

brazenly tagged as pro-West, anti-Filipino. Duterte’s postcolonial 

politics is a means to openly amplify the pejorative camps of genuine 

nationalism versus fake nationalism. Aside from the discriminatory 

environment it creates for dissenting voices, the leader’s anti-colonial, 

anti-West vision fails to reclaim the rich cultural past of liberation and 

inclusionary vision of nationalism. Postcolonial politics, as a critical 

factor in the formative processes of nationalism under populism, is a key 

feature of Philippine AP which is distinct yet relatable among 

postcolonial societies. 

Studies that consider populism as a grave threat to human rights 

have spelled out the factors on why this is the case. The surge of 

xenophobic, misogynistic and anti-immigrant agenda continues to 

assault the fundamentals and norms of civil liberties. Here, it is 

necessary to reiterate the role and accountability of the State in failing 

to police the normalization of authoritarian-populist agenda. The 

mainstream debates that underline the beguiling tirades of political 

leaders are overestimated. Through the case of Duterte, an overrated 

icon of anti-human rights, the study maintained the need to delve 

beyond the stage-managed rhetoric of AP. His “fuck human rights” 

pronouncements must cause an alarm among scholars and human 

rights observers. His rhetorical flirtations with the promise of change, 
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however, deserve a much more needed interrogation. The system of 

class patronage, which has been historically embedded in Philippine 

politics yet remains an underrated point of discussion in human rights, 

is picked up and enriched by the leader to corrode critical pluralism. 

Unlike past Philippine experiences, the holy trinity of power shared by 

the leader, Marcos and Arroyo is a blatant anti-human rights 

manifestation that collectively disfigures civil and political rights. 

The scholarship on media populism has emphasized how media 

can strengthen the populist agenda of its own ranks and of political 

leaders and parties. In the context of right-wing populism in the West, 

the appeal of social media apparatuses especially Facebook captures 

the attention of scholars to build on the concept of mediatized populism. 

The consensus showed that the stylistic and ideological properties of 

media can enable the mainstreaming and deconstruction of populist 

agenda. The study contributes to this line of discussion and holds that 

the institutional property of media ownership must be rigorously 

considered as a central factor behind the normalization of AP. When no 

less than the president and CEO of a news media company declared its 

support to the Duterte administration, such pronouncement should 

immediately warrant a critical reading from media and journalism 

scholars. The political-economy climate of media must be constantly 

revisited as the positions it renders prove crucial in the mediation of AP. 

Moreover, the study foregrounded a factor that appears understated in 

the dominant literature on media populism. It found that editorial frames, 

albeit modest and less popular, can help deconstruct AP by drawing on 
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historical and transnational politics. For example, the frames of anti-

Duterte and Marcos and anti-Duterte and Xi serve as a way to expose 

the unscrupulous ties of the leader with the Marcoses and Xi.  

Populism is a relevant conceptual tool only when its key mediated 

logics of binarism, anti-human rights and exclusionary nationalism are 

positioned within the historical-political arena where it is cultivated. In 

postcolonial societies like the Philippines, a serious intervention in 

populist politics must mean that it is ready to confront the key discursive 

dimensions of patronage and militarization which shape up the forces 

behind AP. Scholars have emphasized enough that factors dealing with 

the manufacture of symbolic and actual violence remain unappreciated 

in global populism (McCoy, 2017). Although outside the parameters of 

the study, this corroborates the view that populism is compatible not only 

with grand ideological doctrines such as fascism and right-wing 

radicalism, but also with past and contemporary political-economic logic 

of neoconservatism. As a conceptual bloc, AP is framed in and by the 

media and has the ability to reformat the discourses of human rights and 

nationalism. Simply put, the mediated appeal of AP lies in its ability to 

disfigure democratic discourses surrounding human rights and 

nationalism. Drawing from Philippine experiences, the political 

communication style of AP is largely mediated through anti-human 

rights, exclusionary nationalism and media populism. 

Duterte as a brand of populist politics is a hybridized form of AP. 

He projects the strongman and pro-masses sentiment through rhetorical 

prowess, but more essentially through popular yet notorious policies like 
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the war on drugs. Since the 2016 campaign, the leader has been clear 

with his populist agenda: an anti-drug, anti-criminal and anti-corrupt 

nation. His very idea of “us” is forcefully ingrained in this political vision 

where he draws his conception of ‘the people.’ Duterte, through his 

uncompromising alliances with the Marcoses and Arroyo, can boost 

both his popularity and political base. Revisionism, as one consequence 

of patronage politics, becomes the order of the day. In the media, the 

leader succeeds in instigating a chilling effect among journalists who 

dare denounce his style and policies. The study refers to his media tactic 

as “media martial law” to epitomize the ways the administration attacks 

independent media through red-tagging, politically-charged cases and 

cyber-bullying. As indicated by now, Duterte is a product of failed 

political experiment of People Power I that vindicated the leader’s 

exploitation of elite patronage, domestic violence, neoliberal agenda, 

and acquiescent foreign ties. His authoritarian-populist might is certainly 

a rehearsal, if not the characterization, of a long march toward fascism. 

Duterte continues to enjoy a popular mandate despite 

denunciations of the administration’s human rights record. In the 

recently concluded 2019 midterm elections, at least 8 of the 12 winning 

senators are his time-tested apologists, including his most trusted 

personal aide Go, war on drugs architect dela Rosa and daughter of the 

dictator, Imee Marcos. The other four winners ran as independent, while 

the opposition failed to get a single seat. This is what makes Duterte’s 

AP invincible for now. 

 



 

 211 

6.4. Prospects for authoritarian populism 

AP has arguably entered a qualitatively new phase where the 

fundamentals of democratic ideals are confronted by extreme-polarized 

sentiment that claims to speak for the mythical people. What this means 

is that the grand promises of democratic communication such as 

inclusivity and press freedom are challenged not on legitimate grounds 

but on the basis of alienation and marginalization. As a consequence, 

the sectors and individuals genuinely deprived of voice and 

representation in the democratic arena are politically exploited. While 

there are visible signs of resistance mainly from the ranks of human 

rights and activist formations, the grim reality suggests that the solid 

power of AP will remain alluring as long as the reference to the people 

and the general will are not positioned within the discourses that breed 

authoritarian-populist leaders. In other words, it is only sober to infer that 

anti-AP initiatives need to revisit the authoritarian and fascist legacy of 

the past to interrogate the contemporary populist conjuncture. 

To be sure, AP is at its peak these days. In Asia, the nationalist 

wars held by the likes of Shinawatra and Modi will inspire more 

movements that will further polarize the mediatized polities. The quest 

for regional dominance of Xi will be, using Duterte’s phrase, “relentless 

and chilling” until his pseudo-nationalist longing for rejuvenation is 

accomplished. In the West, authoritarian-populist leaders or right-wing 

populists are consolidating their blocs of supporters to widen the appeal 

of an anti-immigrant, only-us nation. Their oratorical and theatrical style 
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will draw more neoconservative-nationalist movements that can only 

presume to speak for the forgotten Americans and Europeans.  

 Duterte’s AP, advanced through a perverted notion of human rights 

and nationalism, will claim more lives today and in the near future. The 

leader who is nearing the end of his presidential term has already 

mastered the business of Philippine mainstream politics. As callous as 

the administrations of Marcos, Arroyo and the Aquinos, the leader, who 

is extremely intolerant of dissent, launched a nationwide war on drugs 

and militarized the ancestral domains of the Lumad to cement his 

populist might. Like Estrada, he knows how to flirt with the imaginations 

of the masses and the electorate. But more than any of his 

predecessors, Duterte is a multifaceted brand who knows how to 

manipulate his capital tactically, cunningly and dictatorially. 
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix 1. May 2016 presidential pre-elections surveys from January 
to May 2016 – in chart  
 

 
 
 
The chart above shows how Duterte led the May 2016 pre-elections 
surveys with 27 percent voter preferences in March 2016 up to 33 
percent in April and May 2016 (Social Weather Stations, 2016). 
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Appendix 1. May 2016 presidential pre-elections surveys from January 
to May 2016 – in table  
 

 
 

 
 
Question: 
 
Mar 30: “If the elections were held today, whom would you most 
probably vote for as PRESIDENT, VICE-PRESIDENT, PARTY LIST 
REPRESENTATIVE AND SENATORS of the PHILIPPINES? Here is a 
list of candidates. Please shade the oval beside the name of the persons 
you would most likely vote for.” (SHOW LIST; BALLOT BOX 
TECHNIQUE) 
 
Jan 2016: “If the elections were held today, whom would you most 
probably vote for as PRESIDENT, VICE-PRESIDENT, AND 
SENATORS of the PHILIPPINES? Here is a list of candidates.” (SHOW 
LIST; ANSWERS GIVEN ORALLY) (Social Weather Stations, 2016). 
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Appendix 2. Net satisfaction ratings of Philippine presidents from 1988 
to 2019  
 

 
 
 
Compared with other Philippine presidents since Cojuangco Aquino, 
only Duterte was able to hit an excellent net satisfaction rating of +70 
and above. He registered a new-record high of +72 in March 2019 and 
+70 in December 2017 (Social Weather Stations, 2019).  
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Appendix 3. Monthly net satisfaction ratings of Philippine presidents 
from 1989 to 2019  
 

 
 
 

(Q): Overall, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the present 
national administration? (Showcard) VERY SATISFIED, SOMEWHAT 
SATISFIED, UNDECIDED IF SATISFIED OR NOT, SOMEWHAT 
DISSATISFIED, or VERY DISSATISFIED? 
 
Classifications of net satisfaction ratings are as follows: +70 and above 
is “excellent”; +50 to +69 “very good”; +30 to +49 “good”; +10 to +29 
“moderate,” +9 to –9 “neutral”; –10 to –29 “poor”; –30 to –49 “bad”; –50 
to –69 “very bad”; –70 and below “execrable” (Social Weather Stations, 
2019). 
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Appendix 4. Media reports on human rights  

 

Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

The Kill List: The 

Brutal Drug War 

in the Philippines 

NBC Left Field Documentary 

Published:  

September 21, 2017 

Accessed:  

August 27, 2018 

Running time: 22:59 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=QW-QuEpfoxI 

§ Trump support for Duterte’s war on 

drugs 

§ Family’s grief 

Local Officials 

Are Making “Kill 

Lists” For 

Duterte’s Drug 

War (HBO) 

VICE News Documentary  

October 11, 2017 

August 27, 2018 

6:22 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=myL4rABbvqk 

§ Houses of suspected addicts are marked 

with red X 

§ Logistical work of local officials and 

barangay captains 

§ Family’s fear 

Project Duterte. 

Law 

enforcement or 

mass terror? 

The Philippines’ 

war on drugs 

RT 

Documentary 

Documentary 

January 23, 2017 

August 27, 2018 

48:10 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=09izPWY8lC8&t

=23s 

§ Shabu (methamphetamine) laboratory 

inside the government’s prison as 

confessed by former prisoner 

§ President of the Association of Barangay 

Council was linked to illegal drugs 

operation, illegal firearms and 

ammunition 

The Philippines' 

Drug Problem: 

Hitmen, Dealers 

And Duterte’s 

War On Addicts 

Al Jazeera’s AJ+ Documentary 

December 3, 2016 

August 27, 2018 

18:51 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=atuqx5Ubr5o 

§ Duterte introduced as “Strongman 

President Rodrigo Duterte” 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

Rodrigo Duterte: 

A President's 

Report Card 

Al Jazeera’s 101 

East 

Documentary 

November 17, 2016 

August 27, 2018 

26:00 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=zXNR4g0Ld34&

t=788s 

§ Duterte singing in a closed videoke bar 

§ Al Jazeera news host, Steve Chao, was 

invited to Malacañang, described as “the 

seat of power in the country” 

The 

Photographer 

Documenting 

The Carnage of 

Duterte's Drug 

War (HBO) 

VICE News News clip 

October 25, 2016 

August 17, 2018 

4:22 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=ogfIgj-MAag 

§ Introduction voice-over: “Filipino 

President Rodrigo Duterte continues to 

trash talk the United States” 

§ Photographers are documenting the 

killing scenes, families of victims and 

cross and crucifixion at home 
§ Ending: the photographer “fears for the 

future of his country”  
Exclusive: 

Philippines 

president 

Duterte to 

continue war on 

drugs 

Al Jazeera News clip from Rodrigo 

Duterte on drugs, death 

and diplomacy 

October 13, 2016 

August 28, 2018 

2:23 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=w6Dy14gQZ3U 

§ Duterte: “You destroy my country, I’ll kill 

you. And it’s a legitimate thing. If you 

destroy our young children, I will kill you. 

That is a very correct statement. There is 

nothing wrong in trying to preserve the 

interest of the next generation” 

§ Duterte was referring to killing 3 million 

addicts, as documented by the Philippine 

Drug Enforcement Agency (PDEA) 

§ Reporter: foreign policy is changing 

under Duterte 
Rodrigo Duterte 

on drugs, death 

and diplomacy 

Al Jazeera’s 

Talk to Al 

Jazeera 

Documentary 

October 15, 2016 

August 28, 2018 

§ Reporter: “deteriorating relations with the 

United States and potentially warming 

relations with China” 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

23:09 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=S2KtLTXXej8 

 

§ Duterte on vigilantism: “If the criminals 

there are killed by the thousands, that’s 

not my problem. My problem is how to 

take care of law abiding, God fearing, 

young persons of this republic because 

they are our resources.” So if I say I will 

kill you because “I am the mayor, I am 

the president,” “if vigilante would take 

over, I cannot control it…I cannot be god 

and control everything.” 

§ Duterte recalled his work in making 

Davao a “safe” city 

§ Duterte on human rights: “I do not care 

about what the human rights guys say. I 

have a duty to preserve the generation. If 

it involves human rights, I don’t give a 

shit. I have to strike fear because I have, 

I said, the enemies of the State are out 

there to destroy the children.” 

 

On hyperbole: 

 

§ Reporter: “One thing you haven’t 

delivered on yet is your promise to ride a 

jet ski to the disputed territory in the 

South China Sea and plant the Philippine 

flag on there. Now, many people many 

voters I assume took that as a sign that 

you are going to be tough on China in 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

that disputed territory in the South China 

Sea or the West Philippine Sea but you 

haven’t been. Why? 

§ Duterte: “You really think that I would go 

there riding, I don’t even own a jet.” 

§ Reporter: “No, I don’t. but people 

perceived that as a sign that you are 

going to be tough with China.” 

§ Duterte: “No, it was a hyperbole. 

Literally…you cannot expect to ride. I 

don’t even know how to swim. And if it 

overturns, then, you lose a president 

along the way.” 

§ Reporter: “So why did you say that then? 

What were you referring to?” 

§ Duterte: “Hyperbole. To stress a point 

that we will not, we will not give up 

anything there.” 

Duterte on US 

relations: ‘No 

more military 

exercises’ 

Al Jazeera’s 

Talk to Al 

Jazeera 

Documentary 

October 16, 2016 

August 28, 2018 

25:00 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=77qewVIdo3c 

§ Reporter’s intro: “Is he really moving his 

country away from the United States? 

And if so, will he move closer to China? 

And why is he insulting so many foreign 

leaders?” 

§ Duterte: “Insult can be a defense.” 

§ Duterte curses to get the attention say of 

Obama 

 

On being authoritarian or dictatorial with 

reference to Duterte’s alliance with the 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

former first family of the dictator Ferdinand 

Marcos Sr.: 

 

§ “I have yet to remember the things that I 

did that would indicate that I have the 

traces of being dictatorial from day one. 

Well the curses and the slang and the 

epithets. I cannot remember of an 

incident here (or) an event that would 

indicate at the very least that I have 

traces of being or tends to be dictatorial. 

Let’s just put it that way. I have always 

been a good boy, a holy one.” 

 

§ Reporter asked about Duterte’s 

language and behavior when dealing 

with other presidents/leaders 
Duterte 

threatens top 

'drug lords': You 

will die 

Inquirer News clip 

July 7, 2016 

September 12, 2018 

3:35 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=Khom8GU2KVU 

§ Duterte’s warning to Peter Lim and 

others of China: “You will die” 

§ Related to the next video  

Duterte names 

top drug lords, 

links mayors 

Inquirer News clip 

July 7, 2016 

September 12, 2018 

12:37 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=zZzdwNkZIrk 

§ Showed “triad connection” of drug lords 

including Chinese and Filipino mayors  

§ Duterte: “Talagang binabastos tayo ng 
mga drug people” (“Those involved in 

drugs are really mocking us)…They’re 

(drug people) destroying the country and 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

they’re destroying the youth of the 

land…Since they are beyond 

redemption, they can stop and commit 

suicide because I will not allow these 

idiots to run their show…” Involved are 

Chinese and Filipino police and mayors. 

Tell the Chinese drug person who goes 

in and out of the country: “The moment 

he lands at NAIA, he will die, he will 

die…do not come back to the Philippines 

anymore. The moment he steps out of 

the plane, he will die. That is my 

assurance to the people of the 

Philippines.”  

§ “Most of the operators and most of the 

shabu (methamphetamine) came from 

the outside” 
Duterte to drug 

lords: 'There's a 

time to rest and 

to die' 

ABS-CBN News News clip 

July 1, 2016 

September 12, 2018 

8:36 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=nuhuDdcJNWc 

§ Duterte’s speech at Camp Aguinaldo, 

headquarters of the Armed Forces of the 

Philippines (AFP) during the AFP 

turnover ceremony 

§ Talked about illegal drug trade inside the 

New Bilibid Prison (National 

Penitentiary): “We will eliminate the drug 

lords once and for all. We have to stop 

this practice in the Bilibid.” 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

Duterte during the campaign: 

 

§ “If you destroy my country, I will kill you. 

If you destroy our children, I will kill you. 

If I am asked by anybody including the 

Commission on Human Rights, I do not 

know you.” 

§ The bureaucrats, the military and 

Duterte’s audience were laughing and 

clapping 
Duterte's bloody 

war on drugs 

CBS News News clip 

November 14, 2017 

September 15, 2018 

12:00 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=PYHTj2KvgN8 

§ Duterte’s government is hiring and 

paying hitmen 

§ The hired killers have the backing of the 

police, the police denies. The police aims 

for zero demand, zero supply of drugs 

before ending the war on drugs 

operations 

§ The journalist (journo) who covered the 

police’s war on drugs operations 

discussed her experiences at CBS 

studio. Journo interviewed a hitman who 

killed 50 people in 2016 worth USD 400 

each. Journo: “it seems the killings have 

become a fabric of the (Philippine) 

society” 

§ Trump didn’t mention anything about 

Duterte’s war on drugs when he was in 

the country. Journo also interviewed a 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

priest whose church shelters children of 

victims of the drug war.  

§ Journo questions the authenticity of the 

US being the “global defender of human 

rights” 
Rodrigo Duterte: 

on the frontline 

of the 

Philippines’ drug 

war 

Channel 4 News Documentary 

August 23, 2016 

September 15, 2018 

8:15 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=EeZ0DBV9SOk 

§ Davao as a laboratory for Duterte’s war 

on drugs  

§ On Duterte’s death squads, journo: 

Duterte also known as The Punisher is 

“widely popular” in Davao 

§ Davao as the “murder capital” of the 

Philippines 

§ Duterte defending his war on drugs in a 

press conference in Davao: “My job as 

president is to protect the innocent law-

abiding citizens. I was never tasked by 

any law to protect the life of criminals.” 
Duterte’s 

Independence 

Day promise: 

Freedom from 

illegal drugs 

Inquirer News clip 

June 12, 2018 

September 15, 2018 

2:47 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=Tllx3k7DXqg 

§ Duterte: “Our duty is to protect the 

people and to preserve this nation.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

President 

Duterte criticizes 

Catholic priests, 

bishops during 

Eagle News News clip 

January 20, 2017 

September 15, 2018 

8:28 

§ The Catholic Church must preach and 

explain to the people not to get involved 

in drugs 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

PNP oath taking 

speech 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=5uu9Qn6TL14 

Duterte to Catholic priests: 

 

§ “When we were young…when we were 

making confessions to you, we were 

being molested. Hinahawakan na kami 
(We were being touched). Kayong mga 

(pari) (You priests). What is your moral 

ascendancy in the Philippines? Religion? 

What is the meaning of it? Hindi kayo 
nakakatulong, daldal kayo nang daldal 
(You’re not even of help and yet you 

keep on criticizing). You Catholics think 

of it.”  

§ Duterte recommended the book Altar of 

Secrets 

§ Duterte to his audience in Malacañang: 

“Basahin ninyo (Read it).”  
In-depth look at 

the war on drugs 

in the Philippines 

CBS News Documentary 

March 6, 2016 

September 15, 2018 

11:06 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=wyAHmMMORC

s 

§ National Geographic correspondent 

discussed his coverage of Duterte’s war 

on drugs. The first 6 months saw over 

6,000 bodies. Impunity.  

§ The war is “targeting the lowest socio-

economic class in the Philippines.” “The 

victims really don’t have a platform, they 

don’t have a voice to fight back against 

this” 

§ Duterte playing the role of a bogeyman 

§ Police: Zumba as the first step to detox 

upon surrendering 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

§ Reporter describing Duterte: “The 

President who rode a populist wave of 

support into office” 
Duterte's bloody 

war on drugs 

resumes after 

brief break 

FRANCE 24 

English 

News clip 

April 18, 2017 

September 15, 2018 

11:43 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=XNVd5ZCiCjU 

§ Police: “We did not violate their (referring 

to victims of war on drugs) human rights. 

We did not conduct any illegal killing.”  

The Philippine 

president's war 

on drugs 

CNN News clip 

March 6, 2017 

September 18, 2018 

2:34 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=il4a5NUXMqY 

§ People of Davao have discipline 

§ Duterte: “At least I kill to protect people.” 

“If you really destroy my country, I will kill 

you.” 

Duterte to 

human rights 

groups: Go to 

hell 

ABS-CBN News News clip 

October 6, 2016 

September 19, 2018 

2:39 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=cU2HN-0pZNs 

§ Duterte: “it is never, never wrong for a 

President and the police and the military 

to protect its citizens. It is self-

preservation not only for us if our lives 

are taken by the criminal syndicates or if 

you want to be like Escobar (referring to 

Pablo Escobar who’s a Columbian drug 

lord) and the Latin American countries 

who are failed states right now because 

of the drug menace.” 

Duterte on 

human rights: 

I'm saving lives 

Rappler News clip 

October 27, 2015 

September 19, 2018 

4:02 

Duterte on being mayor of Davao:  
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=poMVL1WG3YE 

§ “There were things which I had to do 

because I had to do it, and nobody was 

going to do it for Davao City.” 
WATCH: 

Rodrigo 

Duterte's speech 

at the 

#TheLeaderIWa

nt Forum 

Rappler Speech coverage 

January 20, 2016 

September 19, 2018 

19:46 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=6ECj5PNndFk 

§ The problem according to Duterte: Is our 

government for the people? Is there 

order? There is a great disorder…People 

do not have security. 

§ Duterte: “My god. I hate drugs. And I had 

to kill people because I hate drugs.” 

§ Duterte: “If I become president, there’s 

no such thing as bloodless cleansing. I 

propose to get rid of the drugs within 3 to 

6 months. And maybe I can do it, how do 

I say that, well, my exhibit is Davao City.” 

“I am a leftist. Ang partido ko Bayan (my 

political party is Bayan).” 
This is the 

bloody war on 

drugs in the 

Philippines that's 

been praised by 

Trump 

Univision 

Noticias 

Documentary 

November 4, 2017 

September 20, 2018 

9:18 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=IPOl_AFqUiI 

§ Mother of the victim: “We will stay silent. 

We’ll just leave it (referring to her son’s 

killing) in God’s hands.”  

§ Trump congratulated Duterte on his war 

on drugs 

Inside the 

Philippines' 

violent war on 

drugs 

CBS This 

Morning 

News clip 

November 11, 2017 

September 20, 2018 

5:43 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=6sRoKiiFB-E 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

Reporters: The 

Philippines’ 

ruthless war on 

drugs 

FRANCE 24 

English 

News clip 

December 16, 2016 

September 20, 2018 

15:43 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=S28BAzDKRuk 

§ Report: Police are acting in defense of 

their lives 

The Philippines' 

war on drugs 

Sky News News clip 

December 14, 2016 

September 20, 2018 

4:53 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=jcG1VVcAqJ4 

§ Reporter’s intro: “And when the sun goes 

down, the killings start.” 

Horror of the 

Philippines' drug 

war 

CBC News: The 

National 

News clip 

April 12, 2017 

September 20, 2018 

17:44 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=q0v9IcZRfhY 

§ Photographers cover the day and night 

stories of killings 

Access Asia: 

The Philippines' 

deadly war on 

drugs 

FRANCE 24 

English 

News clip 

October 25, 2016 

September 20, 2018 

12:09 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=d52yCiE0-eA 

§ Rehabilitation programs for surrendered 

drug addicts include coffin making and 

laughter yoga to help them express their 

emotions 

Last chance for 

drug addicts in 

the Philippines 

DW 

Documentary 

News clip 

March 13, 2017 

September 20, 2018 

11:57 

§ A drug enforcement officer convinces 

known drug addicts to attend his drug 

rehabilitation center in Quezon City, 

Metro Manila 



 

 229 

Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=FFJb0M-cur0u 

 

§ Conducts Bible study and physical 

exercise to rehabilitate the addicts 

Nanlaban: The 

Devastating 

Effects of the 

Philippines' War 

on Drugs 

Journeyman 

Pictures 

Documentary 

July 13, 2017 

September 20, 2018 

12:19 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=aCqckf37tH0 

§ Nanlaban means resisted arrest 

The Listening 

Post - Duterte's 

war on drugs 

and those 

reporting it (1-

10:00) 

Al Jazeera’s The 

Listening Post 

News report 

August 26, 2017 

September 20, 2018 

25:00 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=kaoW_SbihEA 

§ The killing of 17-year-old Kian delos 

Santos in Duterte’s war on drugs 

The challenges 

of journalism in 

Duterte's 

Philippines  

Al Jazeera’s The 

Listening Post 

News report 

February 25, 2017 

September 20, 2018 

25:00 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=OVbozNgGPxY 

§ Photojournalists cover midnight killings 

§ A pieta-like photo of a woman cradling 

her killed husband 

The human 

scars of 

Philippines drug 

war 

BBC News News clip 

March 4, 2017 

September 22, 2018 

3:16 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=a--BnEcga8g 

§ The government should have cleaned 

first the police ranks before launching 

drug operations 
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Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

Philippines drug 

war: Manila's 

brutal nightshift 

BBC Stories News clip 

December 5, 2016 

September 22, 2018 

4:48 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=UnHg9A1XeBE 

§ Photojournalist: “Mondays are the worst” 

§ Photojournalist on documenting the 

killings: “If you don’t document it then it 

will just be purely statistics” 

Inside Manila 

City Jail: One 

man's 16-year 

wait for his day 

in court 

BBC News News clip 

May 5, 2018 

September 22, 2018 

3:27 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=alg8FdXFbaM 

§ Manila City jail’s capacity is 800 

prisoners. It presently houses more than 

5,500  

§ Cases of illegal drugs arrests contributed 

to the recent spike in the number of 

inmates 
Duterte: US tells 

us what to do, 

threatens to cut 

assistance 

(EXCLUSIVE) 

RT Interview 

November 28, 2016 

September 22, 2018 

16:28 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=ZCodJRNc3K4 

§ Duterte: “Fate has somehow changed 

the course of my life.” 

§ Foreign policy of the Philippines 

practically follows that of the US’ 

§ Spanish and US colonialization 

 

Duterte discussed his anger toward the US: 

 

§ “Former presidents kowtowed and 

followed what the US wanted but not me 

because “I know my history and I have 

still this hurt.” “I do not like to be 

ordered.” “President Xi Jinping is really a 

great guy…I personally requested to talk 

to the Prime Minister of Russia” 

§ Duterte to Russian PM: “I just want you 

to know that I want to be closer to you 



 

 231 

Title Producer / 
Publisher 

Video type, date, 
running time and link Observations and notes 

and China because I do not like what is 

happening to us.” 

§ Duterte: “It is never a crime to protect a 

race. It’s a self-preservation thing. And 

you trivialize it with a prosecution, 

mentioning about the cutting of the 

assistance that we get” 

§ Duterte: “I have to interact with the rest 

of the world (he meant other than the 

US) because we are a sovereign state” 

§ Duterte’s new friends: China and Russia 

 

§ Duterte: “For as long as I’m president, to 

the very last day, I want the last drug 

pusher out and I want the drug lord 

killed.” 
 

 



 

 232 

Appendix 5. Net satisfaction ratings of Duterte’s drug war  

 

 
 

 

Q98: “Please tell me how satisfied or dissatisfied you are with the 

performance of the ADMINISTRATION in its campaign against illegal 

drugs.  Are you… (SHOWCARD) VERY SATISFIED, SOMEWHAT 

SATISFIED, UNDECIDED IF SATISFIED OR DISSATISFIED, 

SOMEWHAT DISSATISFIED, OR VERY DISSATISFIED?” (Social 

Weather Stations, 2018). 
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Appendix 6. Memorandum following Duterte’s verbal order to bury the 

remains of Marcos at the Heroes’ Cemetery (Davao Today, 2016)  
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Appendix 7. A fraction of Marcos’ ill-gotten wealth in millions as of 

February 1986 (Davies, 2016)  
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Appendix 8. Duterte’s top campaign donors: Six months after the 2016 

elections, the leader appointed at least half a dozen of his donors and 

their relatives to Cabinet and other government positions (Ilagan & 

Mangahas, 2016)  
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