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This article explores the characteristics of what I call Duterte’s “disciplinary 

quarantine,” which is premised on a moral dichotomy between “good 

citizens,” who abide by strict regulations, and undisciplined “evil others” 

(pasaway), who endanger the nation. Based on my family’s participant 

observation in Bohol, this article also describes how Boholanos have 

undermined the moral dichotomy by embracing minor violations to endure 

the government’s protracted and rigid quarantine rules. I suggest that 

ideas about appropriate behaviors created through people’s mutuality and 

everyday trials and errors are more reliable than top-down “discipline” for a 

continual struggle against the pandemic.
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impoverished people, helping frontline medical workers, and supporting the 
government’s quarantine by staying at home. Third, economic growth since 
the mid-2000s, remittances from overseas Filipino workers (OFWs), and the 
state’s relief programs might have helped the poor somehow to survive the 
hardship of being prohibited from working for a living for several months. 
Fourth, the heightened military and police surveillance, which was felt 
through an increased number of checkpoints and the frequent patrolling by 
persons in uniform, forced the people to behave according to quarantine rules.

While these explanations may be partially relevant, I would like to 
argue that the aggressive call for “discipline” (disiplina) from the state and 
society pressured Filipinos to abide by the regulations. That many local 
governments declared even stricter quarantine rules than the national 
government gave me a sense not only of the local chief executives’ concerns 
over the pandemic but also of their ambitions, perhaps inspired by Duterte, 
to flaunt strong leadership in disciplining people. As a viral video in which 
a soldier demanding quarantine offenders to do fifty jump squats (ABS-
CBN News 2020) represented, the quarantine’s purpose seemed to be 
that of disciplining the disobedient and hardheaded (pasaway) rather than 
confining the virus. The epidemiological merits of some regulations seemed 
dubious, such as banning liquor for household consumption (Khandekar 
2020) and prohibiting family members living together from riding on the 
same motorbike or tricycle. Nonetheless, many Filipinos tried to follow the 
regulations, most likely to prove that they were not hardheaded.

Since the 2016 elections, Duterte and his supporters have sparked 
the discourse of “discipline” as a key to national development. I have 
argued that the popular desire for Duterte’s “discipline” has emerged not 
only because of Duterte’s enchantment of his supporters but also because 
of neoliberal governmentality’s effect on a majority of Filipinos (Kusaka 
2019, 2020). While promoting the state’s withdrawal from welfare and the 
flexibilization of employment, neoliberal governmentality shifts the blame 
for life’s misfortunes from the state to individuals. Thus, those who cannot 
be dependent on the state and who struggle to be skillful in the market have 
acquired a new moral subjectivity that upholds the ethos of self-discipline 
(Young 1999, 2007; Foucault 2008; Brown 2015). In the Philippines the 
penetration of neoliberal governmentality since the mid-1980s has seen 
many Filipinos, who experience or aspire for upward social mobility, 
proclaiming themselves to be disciplined “good citizens.”

M
y family and I experienced the Duterte-style lockdown, 
one of the world’s most stringent and longest (Our World 
in Data 2020), from 16 March until we returned to Japan 
on 5 August 2020, during my research fellowship at Holy 
Name University in Tagbilaran City. While it had been 

a precious opportunity for me and my wife as foreign students of Philippine 
studies to directly observe the unique situation, the strict curfew must have 
been stressful for our 2-year-old daughter. This article argues that the strict 
lockdown can be best understood as Duterte’s “disciplinary quarantine,” 
which is premised on a moral dichotomy between “good citizens,” who 
abide by the government’s strict regulations, and undisciplined “evil others” 
(pasaway). Then, based on my family’s participant observation in Bohol, it 
describes how the people have undermined the moral dichotomy by creating 
a new social order through their mutuality to survive the pandemic and the 
government’s strict regulations. 

Why did Filipinos Abide by the Quarantine?
When the lockdown was announced, what initially impressed me was that 
many Filipinos were voluntarily abiding by the strict quarantine regulations 
and calling for “discipline.” This impression seemed to be in stark contrast 
to popular discourses, such as self-deprecatory claims that Filipinos are 
undisciplined and do not know how to follow rules, and academic arguments 
that the Philippine state is too weak to regulate society. I also expected a spate 
of social unrests by impoverished people, but none has occurred. Why did 
most Filipinos seemingly accept the rigid quarantine rules imposed by the 
government despite great inconveniences to themselves? We may explore 
several hypotheses that come to mind. 

First, a strong fear of being infected with the Covid-19 virus prompted 
Filipinos to follow quarantine rules, considering that the worry about 
catching the disease was greater in the Philippines than in the United 
Kingdom, Australia, and the United States (Social Weather Stations 2020a). 
I suppose this fear reflected not only the Filipinos’ perception of the disease 
but also their concern over the fragile medical system and the limited coverage 
for patients by the Philippine Health Insurance Corporation (PhilHealth).1 
Covid-19 could be both physically and economically deadly for many 
Filipinos. Second, many Filipinos expressed nationalism in their desire to 
save the country amid the crisis through such initiatives as providing aid to 
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the Bayanihan to Heal as One Act, which granted the president discretionary 
powers to address the pandemic. The crisis gave him a perfect opportunity 
to realize his ambition to control society in the name of “discipline.” The 
disciplinary quarantine was surely effective in drawing people’s voluntary 
cooperation and subjection, at least in the first month.

Why Has the Quarantine Failed to Curb Cases?
However, the lockdown has failed to curb the cases of Covid-19 infection, 
resulting in the repeated extension of quarantine for almost five months as of 
early August 2020. Why has the strict lockdown been ineffective in arresting 
the cases? Several explanations can be enumerated.

First, starting the lockdown in mid-March could have been too 
late, considering the successful case of Vietnam, which began rigorous 
testing and isolation in February (Ranada and Tomacruz 2020). Second, 
improvement in the testing capacity may have contributed to the rise of 
identified infection cases. Third, the state’s inadequacy and mismanagement 
in handling the quarantine, testing, and transportation of massive numbers 
of repatriated OFWs may have been a source of the growing number of 
Covid-19 cases (Gotinga and Tomacruz 2020). As of 1 July 2020, among 
the total 92,967 repatriated OFWs, 2,326 have tested positive, including 
those who have already returned to their hometowns (Buan 2020c; Mocon-
Ciriaco 2020). Fourth, the government has a similar problem in managing 
locally stranded individuals (LSIs),2 estimated at as many as 4.1 million 
(Social Weather Stations 2020b). Thousands of LSIs were packed in the 
Rizal Memorial Sports Complex without space for physical distancing 
while waiting for the government’s transportation service that would bring 
them to their hometowns, where some of them, after being tested there, 
turned out to be infected (CNN Philippines 2020; Ranada 2020).3 Fifth, 
the Philippines’s limited fiscal response to the pandemic, about half that of 
Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia as of early June (Suzuki 2020), may have 
resulted in insufficient relief programs for the poor, who have been pressed 
to work outside of their homes, thus heightening the danger of infection.

While these views must be partially correct, I would also like to argue that 
the disciplinary quarantine that overemphasizes individual “discipline” and 
state control is based on a fallacious reasoning that thereby has caused negative 
outcomes. The government and many social media discourses disseminated 
by Duterte supporters have claimed that undisciplined quarantine violators 

In particular OFWs have experienced how self-discipline is important 
because they work in unfamiliar, precarious, and often risky conditions in 
foreign countries with strict criminal justice systems. In addition, members 
of an emerging lower-middle class, mainly youths who have received 
opportunities to pursue higher education and work in the growing service 
industry, are trained by schools, agencies, and employers to become disciplined 
“human capital,” which matches global market demands and standards. 
Compared to their parents, who typically work in informal economies and in 
agriculture, such youths are regulated by rigid job descriptions and forced to 
sacrifice their autonomy for upward social mobility opportunities. Among the 
poor, the conditional cash-transfer program—or 4Ps (Pantawid Pamilyang 
Pilipino Program)—has instilled in them the need to lead decent lives and to 
quit vices, such as gambling and drinking, as the key to extricating themselves 
from poverty (Kusaka 2020). Thus, many segments of Philippine society have 
come to value the ethos of self-discipline.

However, these “good citizens” remain trapped in structural inequality 
and precariousness. When their efforts are frustrated, they typically blame 
undisciplined “evil others”: oligarchic elites at the top of society and 
criminals or pasaway at the bottom. The frustration of the “good citizens” 
has boosted the popularity of Duterte, who calls for “discipline” to punish 
and eradicate “evil others” through such interventions as the war on drugs, 
a curfew on minors, increased taxes on alcohol and tobacco, anticorruption 
investigation against oligarchs, and so forth (Kusaka 2017, 2020).

The discourse of “discipline,” although emphasizing dura lex, sed lex 
(the law may be harsh, but such is the law), does not necessarily mean 
adherence to the “rule of law.” While the law as a contract among individuals 
is impersonal, Filipino “discipline” is quite personal and arbitrary, which can 
be understood through the popular imagination that views the president as a 
patriarch who must guide the nation as children. In the case of Tatay Digong 
or Father Digong (one of Duterte’s popular nicknames), his “parenting” is 
distinguished by the unrestricted use of “domestic violence” in the name 
of “tough love.” Although Duterte’s demeanor is by no means “decent” or 
“disciplined,” arguably he represents a story of self-transformation through 
“discipline,” from being a bad boy or prodigal son of a governor in Davao to 
becoming the country’s president.

The rigid quarantine approach against Covid-19 can be understood as 
an extreme mode of Duterte’s disciplinary governance, which was enabled by 



KUSAKA / DUTERTE’S DISCIPLINARY QUARANTINEPSHEV  68, NOS. 3–4 (2020) 429428

The government has also blamed violators, as the presidential 
spokesperson Harry Roque said on 16 April, “Many Filipinos are disobedient 
and because of that we have the highest number of Covid-19 cases in ASEAN. 
That’s shameful” (Cigaral 2020). However, mobility data from Google 
show that Filipinos stayed at home more than their ASEAN neighbors did, 
invalidating the claim attributing the increase of cases to violators (ibid.). 
Although these data forced Roque to concede, “Not a majority of Filipinos 
are disobedient” (ibid.), modifying his earlier statement, the government 
seems to have retained the view of faulting the pasaway. On 22 June Duterte 
himself argued that the complacency of Cebu City’s people who did not 
follow the regulations had led to the increase in the number of cases in 
the city, while suggesting that those who were infected should just blame 
themselves (Aguilar 2020a).

The disciplinary quarantine based on such dubious presumption 
has produced at least three negative outcomes. First, its preference for 
social control has led the government to impose one of the world’s most 
stringent and longest nationwide lockdowns, inflicting great socioeconomic 
damage on the country. The overemphasis on control has downplayed the 
importance of epidemiology for more delicate countermeasures. Although 
the Department of Health (DOH) has issued statistics regularly, I sense 
that the government has utilized less epidemiological insights than the 
Philippines’s Asian neighbors have done. Countries such as Japan, Korea, 
Thailand, and Vietnam have tried to minimize coverage, stringency, and 
length of control by collecting detailed epidemiological data, identifying 
infection clusters, and carrying out rigorous contact tracing, often through 
Covid-19 apps for mobile phones.

Second, there are cases of the tail wagging the dog. Minor violators, 
such as a father and son riding on the same motorbike to work, are 
apprehended and detained in congested jails, increasing the risk of infection 
for themselves and their inmates (Rappler 2020). The state’s intensifying 
community surveillance also increases possible infection. In mid-July the 
Department of the Interior and Local Government (DILG), headed by 
Eduardo Año, a retired general, planned to implement a house-to-house 
search of asymptomatic patients who the police would put in quarantine 
facilities (Jazul 2020). Although the DILG, faced with public anxiety and 
opposition, withdrew the program (Aguilar 2020b), quarantine facilities 
could have caused infection clusters for those whose erroneous rapid 

(pasaway) have spread the virus. For instance, a 17 March post by a certain 
Rodolfo Libranza Reyes Jr. (2020), seemingly a fake account operated by 
hired disinformation workers, on a Facebook group page named Kaisa sa 
Tapang at Malasakit (Solidarity for Courage and Compassion) stated the 
following message to its 100,000 members, including not a few friends of 
mine who shared it in agreement:

SAD BUT VERY TRUE . . .
Bakit daw Ang SINGAPORE naagapan Ang pag dami ng COVID cases 
bakit daw Ang MACAU walang covid cases? Ang sagot may DISIPLINA 
po Ang mga Tao sa lugar na Yan at sumusunod sa Gobyerno nila . . . Then 
eto na PILIPINAS KONG MAHAL nag declare na walang pasok sa School 
mga hype na studyante nag mall nanood Ng sine nag outing at hinayaan 
Ng mga magulang. Tapos nag declare Ng one month Community 
Quarantine Ang Gobyerno Ang mga animal nag rally sa edsa kesyo 
bakit mga militar Ang kailangan ilagay sa kalsada eh Sino ba dapat mga 
nurse at doctor? anak Ng mga animal talaga tapos mag tatanong Kayo 
bakit dumadami Ang cases Ng COVID sa pinas eto Ang sagot mga Wala 
kayong DISIPLINA. Napaka simple Lang nman Ng gusto mag karon ka Ng 
DISIPLINA para maintindihan mo kung ano sinasabi Ng Gobyerno para sa 
ikakabuti mo SUMUNOD KA MUNA BAGO KA MAG REKLAMO . . .

SAD BUT VERY TRUE . . .
Why was Singapore said to contain the surge in the number of Covid 
cases? Why is Macao said to be free from cases? The answer [is 
that] the people in those places have DISCIPLINE and follow their 
government. Then, this my beloved Philippines, once school was 
declared suspended, excited students went to the shopping mall to 
watch movies, to go on an outing, and were tolerated by their parents. 
Then the government declared the one-month community quarantine, 
the animals started a rally on EDSA to question why the military was 
deployed in the streets, who should it have been, the doctors and 
nurses? Truly children of animals and then, if you ask why the number 
of cases is increasing in the Philippines, this is the answer: you have 
no DISCIPLINE. Very simple is the desire that you have DISCIPLINE to 
understand that what the government says is also for your good. YOU 
MUST FOLLOW FIRST BEFORE YOU COMPLAIN.
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have motivated the people to adhere patiently to the “stay at home” order. 
Moreover, demonizing violators could have minimized discrimination 
against the huge number of Covid-19 patients, their families, and repatriated 
OFWs as actual or potential virus carriers. This situation seems to contrast 
with the case of Japan, where dominant discourses lay the blame on patients 
and returnees from abroad for failing to abide by responsible behavior to 
minimize infection possibilities, thereby threatening the nation.5

Thus, from a standpoint of utilitarianism, which many Filipinos seem 
to espouse intuitively, excluding “evil others” for the welfare of the majority 
of “good citizens” might be justified. Although critics of utilitarianism 
argue that it does no justice to fairness, such as in cases where a majority 
has gained increased utility from the agony of minorities (Kymlicka 2001, 
10–52), Duterte supporters would maintain that the lives and welfare of 
“good citizens” matter more than those of “evil others.”

I would like to note, however, that the definition of “evil others” is 
always arbitrary and can be extended to include anyone. Moreover, the 
call for blind obedience to “discipline,” which deprives us of the ability 
to examine whether a law really is reasonable and justifiable, leads us to 
commit unintentionally the “banality of evil” (Arendt 1963) and serious 
human rights violations against arbitrarily constructed “evil others.” The 
more passionate we become in punishing “evil others,” the more likely we 
are to commit such crimes. This danger is real as evidenced by reports that 
quarantine offenders were put in dog cages or made to sit under the midday 
sun (Human Rights Watch 2020), not to mention the extrajudicial killings 
in the “war on drugs.”

How Have Boholanos Addressed the Quarantine?
My family and I experienced firsthand the disciplinary quarantine in Bohol. 
The province was fortunately “Covid-free” for four months: from early 
February, when a Chinese patient visiting Bohol from Wuhan recovered, 
until early June, when the province started accepting repatriated OFWs and 
LSIs. 

The national government has introduced various kinds of community 
quarantines according to their different degrees of stringency. Enhanced 
Community Quarantine (ECQ) is the more stringent lockdown than 
General Community Quarantine (GCQ). In their modified variants some 
of the regulations are relaxed.6 

antibody tests would show them to be falsely positive. A month later, the 
DILG launched “BIDA ang may Disiplina” (The STAR is the one with 
Discipline) program, which urges every barangay to form a Disiplina 
Brigade composed of volunteers who will instill public discipline by roaming 
around their community and calling the attention of quarantine violators 
(Chavez 2020). In this scenario, police officers or brigade members who are 
asymptomatically infected are likely to be just spreading around the virus.

As seen in these programs, the government’s decision making on 
quarantine methods prioritized the view of retired generals in the cabinet over 
those of medical doctors. The retired generals adopted the rapid diagnostic 
test despite its low accuracy and the opposition by medical doctors, arguing 
that “If you want to be sure that you hit the target efficiently, you double 
tap. Bang, bang. So if the first test is negative, then after a few days or a 
week, double tap it, and it might come out negative again” (Ranada and 
Tomacruz 2020). Because the government used the rapid test for the Balik 
Probinsya, Bagong Pag-asa (Return to the Province, New Hope) program to 
transport applicants from depressed communities in Metro Manila to their 
home provinces, those who were transported to the countryside included 
those whose test results were false negative (ibid.). The program started on 
8 May but was suspended on 11 June after it had likely contributed to the 
spread of Covid-19 in the provinces.

Third, the disciplinary quarantine morally divides the people and 
strengthens exclusion and violence. While it commends those who patiently 
follow the quarantine as “good citizens,” it demonizes violators and dissidents 
as “evil others” who endanger the nation. Based on this moral dichotomy, 
some local governments have disqualified quarantine offenders from 
receiving relief goods and other social services such as scholarship benefits 
(Buan 2020a). Exclusion has also taken the form of state violence, as Duterte 
even ordered the shooting of quarantine violators (Tomacruz 2020). In this 
sense the disciplinary quarantine, often dubbed the “war on corona,” is an 
extension of the “war on drugs.” Between 17 March and 19 June 2020, two 
violators were killed, and 60,782 were arrested. As of 19 June, there were 
2,692 still in detention (Buan 2020b).

Nonetheless, it can be argued that the disciplinary quarantine has 
produced some functional advantages. For one, it should have contributed 
to social stability by directing people’s complaints away from the inefficient 
government and toward violators.4 Also, strictly punishing offenders should 
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her colleagues—suddenly taken to a hospital by DOH officials who were 
wearing personal protective equipment.

Contrary to the discourses, however, thoroughly implementing the 
disciplinary quarantine—premised on exclusion of dangerous “evil others” 
to secure the safety of “good citizens”—turned out to be infeasible. In 
Bohol we have observed how the local government and the people have 
undermined the spatial dichotomy of “safe inside/dangerous outside” and 
the moral dichotomy of “good citizens/evil others.” 

First, despite the islanders’ voicing their plea to keep the border closed, 
the governor announced on 16 April that the province was going to accept 
nearly 9,000 LSIs at the “right time” after boosting its quarantine capabilities 
(Bohol Chronicle 2020a). Moreover, the national government strongly 
pressured the province to accept hundreds of repatriated OFWs who were 
stranded in Manila and Cebu (Bohol Chronicle 2020b). The governor 
objected to the national authorities’ lack of coordination with provincial 
officials but conceded on 27 April by requesting a “small sacrifice” on the 
part of the islanders (ibid.), an appeal that harkened to a call for them to 
reciprocate the OFWs’ sacrifice.

Informed of the decision, we worried that it would threaten our safety 
and the fragile medical system in the province, but we soon realized the 
necessity to address the predicament of many stranded OFWs and LSIs. Many 
Boholanos also expressed their opposition to the policy on the governor’s 
Facebook page. Such worry was natural, considering the province’s limited 
medical resources and lack of a testing system.8 However, when the first batch 
of stranded people reached the island on 26 May, to my surprise, thousands 
of posts welcomed them. This gesture suggested that not a few Boholanos 
eventually accepted living with the risk, invalidating the dichotomy of “safe 
inside” and “dangerous outside” (Yoshizawa 2020).

What Has Happened to the Good/Evil Dichotomy?
With the prolongation of the quarantine, people have deepened the 
realization that they cannot meet everyday necessities and live a wholesome 
life if they completely abided by the government’s regulations. Thus, the 
people gradually developed a new social order through mutuality among 
themselves and with street-level local officials, undermining the “good/evil” 
dichotomy, to manage the situation. 

In Bohol the provincial government implemented the ECQ by 
Executive Order No. 8 (Governor of the Province of Bohol 2020a)7 for 
five days starting on 16 March, but it extended the ECQ until 30 April. 
During this period, more than 9,500 returning Boholanos and visitors who 
arrived before the effectivity of the travel ban as well as persons with severe 
acute respiratory infections and those presenting with influenza-like illness 
completed two weeks of self-quarantine, and no case was confirmed (Yap 
2020b). However, the provincial government merely shifted the province’s 
classification from ECQ to GCQ on 1 May by issuing Executive Order No. 
28 (Governor of the Province of Bohol 2020c), out of concern for the fragile 
medical system in the province. The GCQ lasted until 30 June. The Modified 
General Community Quarantine (MGCQ) based on Executive Order No. 
33 (Governor of the Province of Bohol 2020d) has been maintained since 1 
July and thus far extended up to at least 30 November.

One of the biggest inconveniences for the people was the strict regulation 
of everyday movement. The ECQ put seniors above 65 and minors under 
18 years of age under a 24-hour curfew, and the GCQ and MGCQ allowed 
seniors to go out every Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday and minors on 
Mondays and Fridays (Fridays and Saturdays since July) from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. 
The “one-quarantine-pass-per-household” regulation has been maintained 
all through the community quarantines.

When Gov. Arthur Yap announced the 24-hour curfew for elders 
and minors on 22 March, my wife, Asuna Yoshizawa, and I worried about 
how we could take care of Nonoha, our sprightly 2-year-old daughter, by 
confining her at home for many weeks. While agreeing with the travel ban 
from outside, we wondered whether the strict curfew might be unreasonable 
for people who live in the “Covid-free” island. We assumed that many 
Boholanos had a similar idea, but we found many posts on the governor’s 
Facebook page requesting stricter implementation (cf. Yap 2020a). The top 
comment demanded the governor to put more checkpoints and impose 
penalty on hardheaded persons, such as senior citizens walking on the streets 
and people riding on a motorcycle with children.

Mutual surveillance seemed to be strengthened. I heard a story about an 
aunt who reported to the local government that her niece avoided a home 
quarantine requirement after coming back from Siargao, where she was 
with foreigners. I also heard that a Japanese NGO intern who did not feel 
well and took work off for two days was—perhaps having been reported by 
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to violate the curfew regularly. Especially during the period of ECQ when 
there were checkpoints on major streets, we were afraid that officials might 
apprehend the tricycle in which Nonoha was riding. We had become “evil 
others,” who could be punished at any time. Somehow I sensed how drug 
users and pushers must have felt under the “war on drugs.”

We also feared that our neighbors might report us to the barangay. Before 
the pandemic our better-off neighbors would go out and come back in their 
private cars, and we did not have opportunities to get to know each other. These 
circumstances were quite different from what prevailed during our previous 
fieldwork in poor communities. However, the nightly procession of a Catholic 
diocese, which lasted for two months from Holy Week (6–12 April) to the Feast 
Day of San Antonio de Padua (13 June), created an opportunity for interaction 
in the neighborhood. Kids, including Nonoha, were so excited to be allowed 
to go out and play with friends during the procession. A barangay tanod 
(watchman) who was monitoring this religious gathering just gently reminded 
the children to go home soon after the procession. These interactions eased 
our fears, as we learned that our neighbors would just greet us and turn a blind 
eye to the violation when we let our babysitter take Nonoha out of our house 
and ride the tricycle with her.

Although people initially adhered to the regulations, minor violations 
and tacit approval of these infractions gradually became observable beginning 
mid-April. The trend became more common when, with the shift from 
ECQ to GCQ on 1 May, checkpoints were removed and frequent patrols by 
soldiers stopped, which eased our worries about Nonoha’s daily tricycle ride. 
The most noticeable violators were people back-riding on a motorcycle and 
children playing in the neighborhoods. Despite the suspension of businesses, 
some shops operated with shutters half open, which allowed people to buy 
necessary items that were not designated by the government as essential 
goods, such as toys for children who needed them as they were prohibited 
from playing outside on the street. Lending and borrowing of quarantine 
passes among friends and relatives also became common.

Such minor violations are not regarded as “evil” not only by people 
who themselves often ignore some regulations but also by many street-level 
officials who understand the people’s situation and care more about the 
community relations in which they are embedded than the government’s 
call to punish violators. While media reports tend to emphasize state officials 
who impose draconian punishments on even minor violators, I believe the 

This process reminded me of the anarchist perspective of James C. Scott 
(2012), who argues that ordinary people’s mutuality, or cooperation without 
hierarchy or state rule, is indispensable for them to create a vernacular order, 
exercise disobedience to an oppressing official order, and thereby pressure 
elites to make the official order a better one. According to Scott, a vernacular 
order is informally created through ordinary people’s mutuality to support 
their everyday purposes, and it nurtures people’s dignity and autonomy. In 
contrast, an official order is planned by elites to maximize efficiency for a 
single purpose, but it fragments society and produces people who follow rules 
blindly. The official order also often fails by trying to destroy the important 
functions of vernacular order in a society.

Based on our participant observation in Bohol, I illustrate how Filipinos 
have negotiated with the official order of the disciplinary governance and 
created a vernacular order through their mutuality. When the quarantine 
started, due to the 24-hour curfew for minors, it became very difficult for 
Asuna and me to work while a babysitter took care of Nonoha in the same 
space at home. We worried that relying on a tablet computer to soothe her 
impatience day after day must be bad for her development. We were also 
nervous about the neighbors’ eyes when we let Nonoha breathe some fresh 
air outside the house, even when nobody was on the street. We patiently 
got through the first month by looking forward to the ECQ expiration on 
12 April. However, we regretted to know that, on 8 April, the provincial 
government extended the ECQ until 30 April even without confirmed cases. 

After deep consideration and deliberation with the babysitter, we 
reluctantly and with a sense of guilt came up with an arrangement in which 
the babysitter would take Nonoha on her relative’s tricycle at around 9 
a.m. to go to her house, where our daughter could enjoy playing with her 
grandchildren and other relatives. The babysitter liked the arrangement 
as it made it much easier for her to take care of Nonoha. To spare the 
babysitter from being fined in case they were apprehended, Asuna and I 
prepared a document certifying that we employed the babysitter and that 
the responsibility was ours. During the tricycle ride, the babysitter would 
try to conceal Nonoha under a jacket to make her inconspicuous. At the 
same time, the tricycle driver, who was the husband of the babysitter’s sister, 
knew how to go about his way to avoid surveillance. At the end of the day, 
they would bring home Nonoha before 6 p.m. For this arrangement, which 
lasted from 13 April until we returned to Japan in early August, we needed 
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by themselves through modifying the official order and eroding the moral 
dichotomy constructed out of the disciplinary quarantine, many Filipinos 
have been able to endure one of the world’s longest and most inefficient 
lockdowns. However, this Filipino capacity and the weakness of the state’s 
social control must have frustrated Duterte and the retired generals in his 
cabinet and further escalated their adherence to the authoritarian disciplinary 
quarantine despite its inefficiency to address the pandemic. Therefore, the 
dialectic between official order and vernacular order has not yet produced a 
better social order, contrary to the expectation of Scott (2012).

Aside from the leaders’ obsession with “discipline” and control, I sense 
that Filipinos are developing new moral discourses about appropriate 
behaviors to navigate their own lifestyle in a “new normal,” not to categorize 
and punish “evil others” based on minor infractions. Such attitudes and 
practices of the people will not always be perfect in arresting the growing 
spread of Covid-19, but they are important in establishing a new normal, 
given that it is impossible to maintain a rigid lockdown until the pandemic 
ends. In Bohol, although the cases of infection and death have been 
increasing since the province accepted OFWs and LSIs in early June, many 
of the islanders seem to be too tired to accept and comply with another 
rigid lockdown. Ironically, they have already exhausted their morale and 
resources for the initial hard lockdown during the previous four months 
when no Covid-19 case was confirmed in the province. In such a situation, 
for a continuing struggle against Covid-19 to be sustained, ideas about 
appropriate behaviors created through people’s everyday deliberation and 
their series of trials and errors must be more sensible, sustainable, and 
reliable than top-down draconian “discipline.”

The discrepancy between discourses of “discipline” and the people’s 
everyday life informs a fissure of vulnerability in Duterte’s rule. His popularity 
is arguably based on the people’s desire for an idealized “disciplined” 
nation. However, while envisioning an ideal nation in discourses is possible 
and attractive, materializing it in real life and in the real world is not 
only difficult but also dangerous. Efforts to attain an ideal nation require 
eradicating “impurities” on which we actually need to compromise in our 
everyday lives. The disciplinary quarantine must have provided the people 
with an opportunity to deepen their reflection on the infeasibility and 
danger of pursuing the ideal. I suspect that even staunch Duterte supporters, 
who had called for “discipline” to punish “evil others” on social media, 

majority of such officials have retained their conscience and compassion 
toward fellow Filipinos.

While ignoring minor regulations believed to be unreasonable, people 
have kept following more important rules, such as those on the wearing of 
face mask and physical distancing. One time I ran into my drinking buddy 
at a sari-sari (variety) store and jokingly suggested a drink at my house, but 
he seriously declined, saying, “We tricycle drivers are prone to be infected 
and need to avoid people.”

Another interaction that emerged during the lockdown was the 
activation of street peddling and online bartering to support each other’s 
lives. While the curfew prevented many people from going to the grocery 
regularly, it also deprived many people, especially those who worked in the 
service and tourism sector, of their livelihoods (Canares 2020). Among those 
who could not work, some started peddling fish, vegetables, and other goods, 
providing a convenience for those who could or would not leave the house 
and did not like to wait in a long line in a grocery store. I came to this 
realization when I passed money to a new fish peddler on a motorbike, who 
told me in a very formal style, “I received ₱200.” It turned out that he used to 
be a tourist van driver before the pandemic. Also becoming popular was the 
Bohol Barter Community, through which people exchanged various items 
among themselves and did so with pleasant interactions (Bohol Chronicle 
2020c).

These cases show how Boholanos, and perhaps other Filipinos, have 
modified the unreasonable official order and created their own vernacular 
order through their mutuality and compassion to survive the crisis.

Conclusion
The Duterte government’s quarantine measures that emphasize “discipline” 
and punishment for the pasaway initially elicited voluntary subjection of 
the majority of Filipinos to the order. However, given the inefficiency and 
prolongation of the government’s overemphasis on individual “discipline” 
and control, many Filipinos, without openly expressing dissent from such 
discourses, have gradually, tacitly, and carefully revised the strict regulations 
and taken a more inclusive approach to minor violators in everyday life. In 
other words, many Filipinos have come to give up excluding what would 
otherwise be regarded as “evil others” from their life and world. Paradoxically, 
because of such practices and the ability to create a new vernacular order 
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6	 Under ECQ, all household members are required to stay at home and, with the suspension of 

public transportation, citizens’ movements outside the home are “limited only to accessing 

essential goods and services” and reporting for “work in permitted offices or establishments” 

such as hospitals, health frontline services, manufacturers of medicines and of medical supplies, 

and industries involved in agriculture, fisheries, and the like (IATF 2020). Mass gatherings are 

strictly prohibited, and classes in all levels are suspended. Under the GCQ, some restrictions 

are eased with the restoration of public transportation (although at limited capacity), more types 

of establishments and industries open up, and mass gatherings such as religious services are 

permitted up to 10 percent of capacity. Under MGCQ “work in all public and private offices may be 

allowed to resume” (ibid.). But even under MGCQ, as with the ECQ and GCQ, to be strictly observed 

are minimum public health standards such as the wearing of face masks and 1.5-meter physical 

distancing between persons (ibid.).

7	 Executive Order No. 8 did not use the term ECQ, while Executive Order No. 18 called its measure 

“Intensified Community Quarantine” (Governor of the Province of Bohol 2020b); however, its 

regulations are based on the national government’s definition of ECQ.

8	 A molecular laboratory for reverse transcriptase polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) testing 

arrived in the province only in mid-July (Bohol Chronicle 2020d) and became operational in early 

August.
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