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BOOK REVIEWS

EDUARDO ARARAL, JR., PAUL D. HUTCHCROFT, GILBERTO M. 

LLANTO, JONATHAN E. MALAYA, RONALD U. MENDOZA, AND 

JULIO C. TEEHANKEE

Debate on Federal Philippines 
A Citizen’s Handbook 
Quezon City: Bughaw, 2017. 108 pp.

It is not an exaggeration to say that the debate on whether the 
Philippines should transition to a federal and parliamentary structure 
of government is about as old as our current Constitution. Just 
four months after the historic 1986 People Power Revolution, the 
contours of what would eventually become the 1987 Constitution 
had been subject to proposals on decentralization—tussling between 
the demands of local government officials for greater autonomy, the 
prerogative of the national government to rein in the excesses of these 
same local politicians, and the real demand towards changing the 
composition of the people elected in the Legislature ( Jones 1986).

The election of Rodrigo R. Duterte to the Presidency, however, 
has introduced a newfound sense of urgency to the project. At the 
height of his campaign in 2016, Duterte, known to the rest of the 
country as the long-reigning mayor of Davao City in Mindanao, 
argued for the proposal and promised that such a system can allow 
local governments to keep most of their income (either through local 
economic actvity and/or taxation), in contrast to elevating it to Metro 
Manila and letting the national government budget the distribution 
via Internal Revenue Allotment (Ranada 2016). Since his elevation 
to Malacañang, Duterte, his allies in Congress, and his campaign 
machinery have persistently campaigned on the benefits of such a 
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proposal—more so with the establishment of the Federalism Institute 
by his own party, PDP-LABAN. Of course, like Duterte’s person 
and many things in his two-year old administration, it has stimulated 
rabid support from his partisans, and equally-fiery opposition from 
the political classes and interest groups displaced and persecuted by 
his Presidency.

It is in this heavily politicized situation that the current book, 
Debate on Federal Philippines: A Citizen’s Handbook, comes out and 
seeks to contextualize the varying opinions on the subject. For its part, 
Debate on Federal Philippines’s main objective is to weigh in on this 
debate by “highlight[ing] some of the crucial questions” regarding 
issues on Philippine governance. The contributors in this slim volume, 
variegated as they are, hope to provide insight on such questions by 
“draw[ing] on existing international and Philippine specific evidence 
and policy experience” (xiv).

It is probably appropriate to highlight that the authors involved in 
this project come from opposing sides of the debate. Araral, Malaya, and 
Teehankee are all currently identified with the Duterte administration’s 
project (with Malaya heading the PDP-LABAN Federalism Institute, 
and Teehankee sitting in the Consultative Committee convened by 
the President). By contrast, Hutchcroft and Mendoza are academics 
affiliated with universities, while Llanto heads the Philippine Institute 
for Development Studies (PIDS)—and their offices have weighed 
in on the idea more cautiously and sceptically. It could be said that 
this balance of people representing different opinions is one of the 
book’s strengths, which allows the reader to see for themselves what 
contrasting arguments surrounding this issue look like.

For the longest time, the debate on federalism was packaged with 
the question of whether the adoption of such a system will also translate 
to pursuing development in the impoverished areas of the country—
particularly the war-torn areas of Muslim Mindanao (Brillantes and 
Moscare 2002; Tanggol 2012; Hernandez 2104). Some of the most 
vociferous advocates also built the case on federalizing as not only 
about the empowerment of the peripheral areas of the country, but 
also correcting the supposed fundamental problems of the Philippine 
state (Abueva 2002). By contrast, opposition to this idea focused on 
refuting the premises of such claims. Particular weight was given 
on the practicality of such a shift, whether federalizing will actually 
deliver on what is being promised, as well as the possible faulty notions 
animating the advocates of this project (May 2007; Sicat 2005).
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The contribution of the authors in this slim volume reflects this 
divide very well. For example, Chapter 2 (written mostly by Teehankee) 
provides its argument by highlighting the supposed weaknesses of the 
current presidential system (rooting from personality-based politics 
and executive-legislative gridlock), while presenting the alternative of 
a parliamentary form of government. Teehankee argues that fusing 
executive and legislative powers would “offer a more coordinated, 
efficient and responsible government” (35). He also tries to allay fears 
that the current change would merely restore the “bastardized” version 
of parliamentary government instituted by the dictator Ferdinand 
Marcos during the period of 1973–1986, saying that the current 
proposals actually intend to weaken the presidency (36–40) and thus 
make policy-making less dependent on the “presidential bandwagon” 
(Kasuya 2009). Similarly, echoing the optimism of certain advocates for 
Moro autonomy, Malaya argues that the passage of the Bangsamoro 
Basic Law (BBL) for the creation of an autonomous Bangsamoro 
region might even be sped up (77–78)—especially now that the 
constitutional contradictions raised in the Senate (particularly by the 
late Senator Miriam Defensor-Santiago) could now be addressed 
(Macaraig 2014).

On balance, a review of the major university libraries (at least 
within Metro Manila) and publications available online since the 
2000s would suggest there are more studies in favor of the federalist 
proposal than those that oppose it. To assume, however, that the larger 
nexus of writers, experts, and bureaucrats pushing for a federalist and 
parliamentary government reflects a growing acceptance of the idea is 
a bit inaccurate. After all, charter change was rejected by 69 percent 
of the population under the administrations of Joseph Estrada and 
Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo due to (a) lack of confidence in the process 
and (b) perceptions of being anti-poor and biased for foreign interests 
(Casiple and Atienza 2002). It does suggest that the federalist proposals 
are merely excuses towards inserting unwanted edits/changes to the 
democratic content of the 1987 Constitution. The contentious nature 
of the aforementioned presidencies—particularly that of Arroyo, 
whose administration was beset with political illegitimacy during the 
latter half of her tenure—did not help in inspiring good-will over the 
sincerity of the project (Hutchcroft 2008, 148).

It is from the historical and institutional baggage of the political 
actors pushing for the proposal that Hutchcroft and Mendoza 
(known publicly for their criticism of the current proposal even before 
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the publication of this book) builds their counterpoints. Mendoza, 
who writes Chapter 3, calls attention to the potential pitfalls the 
decentralizing effect of federalism would incur. He points to the possible 
strengthening of local authoritarian enclaves, minority intolerance, 
exacerbating economic inequality, and other potential unintended 
side effects (51). Huthcroft, echoing this perspective, points out that 
“the Philippines is by far the most decentralized polity” amongst its 
neighbors in Southeast Asia. For him, further decentralization might 
be “highly disruptive” and that the Philippines actually needs “a strong 
and capable central government able to enforce the rules by which 
authority is being devolved to the subnational level” (96–97).

That said, it is probably appropriate to note that the criticisms 
against the charter change proposals in the book are not the sole 
frames of opposition currently available in public discourse. Around 
the same time period that the writing and publication of the book 
occurred, additional critical perspectives emerged, such as:

a.	 Gene Pilapil’s institutionalist argument and how the current 
proposal seems naïve of the vested interests of the Lower 
House Representatives seeking to dictate the nature of the 
changes by convening itself as a Constituent Assembly 
(Pilapil 2017);

b.	 Former 1986 Constitutional Convention Member Christian 
Monsod’s warning that the current project might merely 
be a “Trojan Horse” to create a Constitution based on the 
whims of the President—one whose political belligerence 
has wrought considerable questions to the Philippine’s 
institutional stability (Monsod 2015); and

c.	 Former Peace Panel Chair Miriam Coronel-Ferrer’s view 
that in contrast to the pro-federalist view, the current Duterte 
“design” of federalism “won’t do justice to the uniqueness of 
the Bangsamoro quest for their right to self-determination, 
their identity and institutions”—at least according to the 
Moro Islamic Liberation Front, the peace process partner 
of the previous presidential administration (Coronel-Ferrer 
2017).

This inability to take into account other individual efforts, 
significant as they are, does show the limits of this slim volume. 
While it does profess a certain level of impartiality, page allotment 
and detailed perspectives definitely skew the work more in favor of 
the pro-federalist side. To the uncritical reader, the distribution of the 
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book may give off the impression that the work, on net, welcomes the 
proposals of the Duterte administration—which it stresses in the very 
beginning that it does not.

It would, of course, be unfair to impute this shortcoming (borne 
out of circumstance and editorial demand) to the authors. On its own, 
the work itself serves as an appropriate and accessible introduction (for 
students and laypersons) to the ever-growing breadth and scope of 
the literature involving the attempt at federalizing and decentralizing 
the Philippine government apparatus. Indeed, it might not be entirely 
coincidence that the current nature of the debate on charter change 
has become more animated in the months since its release—with 23 
percent in favor of charter change while 66 percent are still not in favor 
of it (Pulse Asia Research, Inc. 2018). A more original, comprehensive 
and in-depth resource, however, is probably yet to be written—
hopefully by the same people involved in this volume.
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ALINAYA FABROS

Outsourceable Selves 
An Ethnography of Call Center Work in a 
Global Economy of Signs and Selves
Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2016, 292  pp.

The Philippines is well known for exporting skilled labor worldwide 
through its ‘Overseas Filipino Workers’ program but in 1997 a new 
form of Filipino workers emerged within the country: call center agents. 
Call centers offer full time jobs as well as above-average compensation 
to highly educated Filipinos with the advantage of staying in the 
country. Without migrating, the well educated youth could now afford 
a middle-class, ‘cosmopolitan’ lifestyle in the emerging new cities 
with their luxurious condominiums. Where businesses are concerned, 
cheaper labor costs in South East Asia allow worldwide corporations 
to cut on costs and offer greater profits to their shareholders. In 
Outsourceable Selves: An Ethnography of Call Center Work in a Global 
Economy of Signs and Selves, the author discusses the work relationships 
between conglomerates and call center agents, channeled through the 
local call center agencies. She exposes several work practices within the 
workplace that affect call center employees physically, psychologically, 
socially and culturally.

The author, Alinaya Fabros, studies transnational work regimes 
and the changing political economy of labor-capital mobility. She 
has degrees in BS Economics and MA Sociology from the University 
of the Philippines and is currently pursuing her doctoral degree in 
Sociology at the University of California, Berkley. In this particular 
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