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A B S T R A C T   

This article argues that local constructions of risky and safe spaces, as articulated by the notions ‘loob’ (inside) 
and ‘labas’ (outside), informed popular and political responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in the Philippines, 
leading to an overemphasis on staying at home and, conversely, a general avoidance or fear of outdoor spaces 
that was at times reinforced by public health authorities. Practices and policies related to the pandemic response 
rendered this binary opposition between ‘loob’ and ‘labas’ visible, from regulations concerning the use of per
sonal protective equipment to restrictions of access to outdoor spaces. While this emergent form of bodily 
proxemics was contested and negotiated over time, its tenacity throughout the pandemic underscores the 
importance of understanding how people spatialize risk in times of health crises.   

1. Background 

On April 11, 2021, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte was seen 
jogging, golfing, and motorbiking while wearing a face mask and eye 
protection on the grounds of Malacañang Palace, his official residence 
(Go, 2021). The photos and videos came after he had disappeared from 
public view for over a week, amid rumors of his ill health. The following 
day, Duterte appeared at a meeting place in Malacañang before the 
Inter-Agency Task Force (IATF), which oversees the country’s COVID-19 
pandemic response; this time, he wore no personal protective equipment 
(PPE), despite the IATF’s requirement to do so in all public spaces at the 
time (Ranada, 2021). Although critics swiftly castigated Duterte for 
what they regarded as his improper use of PPEs (e.g., Casiño, 2021), it 
should be noted that this was not the first time Duterte flouted the rules 
on masking indoors, nor was he ever consistent with his use of PPEs 
outdoors. What, then, can explain the discrepancy in his use of PPEs in 
indoor and outdoor spaces, which ran contrary to public health 
guidance? 

The answer, we argue, lies in local constructions of space, as artic
ulated by the notions ‘loob’ (inside) and ‘labas’ (outside), that informed 
popular and political responses to the pandemic in the Philippines, even 
as these binary concepts were negotiated over time. Drawing from multi- 
sited community fieldwork in the country, as well as online and offline 

materials revelatory of public discourse, we show how, beyond presi
dential acts, this “biopolitics of an emergent bodily proxemics” (Levine 
and Manderson, 2021, p. 392) figured in the way policymakers decided 
when to wear (or not wear) masks, where to practice social distancing, 
and which public places to open or close. Moreover, while government 
was slow to act on the evolving scientific consensus around the relative 
safety of outdoor spaces and the importance of ventilation (e.g., Mor
awska et al., 2021), ordinary people quickly integrated popular culture 
and scientific evidence based on these lay conceptions. Collectively, 
these concepts and the practices they engendered led to people 
perceiving their homes as safe spaces—and elsewhere as risky 
ones—lending resonance to calls for people to literally stay at home. In 
part, this characterizes what has been called the ‘world’s longest lock
down’ (See, 2021) in the ‘worst place to live during the pandemic’ 
(Bloomberg News, 2021). Such a claustrophilic milieu, we argue, 
informed policies (e.g., requiring face shields outdoors, confining chil
dren at home) that departed from those of other countries.(see Table 1) 

1.1. Pandemics and proxemics 

In documenting the spatial constructions of the pandemic in a 
particular context, we draw inspiration from proxemics, defined origi
nally by Edward Hall (1966, p. 1) as “the interrelated observations and 
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Finally, we also saw this phenomenon in rural and urban low-income 
communities, where the barangay itself set the boundary between ‘loob’ 
and ‘labas’, and barangay chairmen ordered their own mini-lockdowns 
by closing off entire roads to perceived outsiders or nonresidents. In one 
such barangay in Laguna province, Victoria, 45, recalled: 

Because a river separates our barangay from the town proper, and 
there is only one bridge [for getting across], it was easy to lock down. 
People felt safer that way. It is difficult to reach our barangay, but 
once inside, people do not wear masks anymore because everyone 
knows each other. 

For Victoria and her co-residents, the feeling of safety was both 
physical and social, engendered by their separation from the ‘outside 
world’ and their familiarity with everyone in the barangay. At times, this 
social dimension would even offset the physical to foreground the in
clusion of intimate relations in the ‘loob’, especially among those who 
inhabited different physical spaces. In our respective communities, we 
observed how family members, despite coming from different house
holds, would easily regard each other—and by extension, the homes 
they hailed from—as ‘non-infectious’ and therefore safe. 

2.3. ‘Labas’: the outdoors as a risky space 

Just as vigorous as the execution of stay-at-home orders was a 
determination—from government and civil society alike—to restrict 
access to places beyond people’s homes, particularly outdoor spaces like 
parks, in contrast to indoor establishments like malls that mostly 
remained open during the first two years of the pandemic. Although, 
beginning in late 2020, the Health Department did acknowledge that it 
“[is] better to hold [activities] in open areas with good ventilation” 
(Department of Health, 2020; Para. 4), ventilation and the outdoors 
continued to remain marginal in state policy and discourse; most pol
icies made no distinction between indoor and outdoor spaces, both of 
which were problematized as dangerous compared to the safety of one’s 
home. 

The intermittent closure and reopening of the greenspaces in the 
campuses of the University of the Philippines, the national university 
system, best exemplified the perception of ‘labas’ as a risky space. For 
instance, the Academic Oval, a circumferential jogging and cycling path 
in the flagship campus in Quezon City, was closed repeatedly, including 
when cases started surging in early 2021 and 2022 (Diliman Information 
Office, 2021, 2022). In the first author’s community in Laguna, the 
homeowners’ association ordered the closure of a private park as cases 
surged in March 2021; “just follow the protocol,” the association pres
ident admonished those who questioned the order. Around that time, a 

state university near the author’s home also forbade people from exer
cising or biking on its grounds, to the point that packs of feral dogs began 
roaming the deserted campus regularly. And in the third author’s 
community in Central Philippines, the 9-km riverside park known as the 
Iloilo Esplanade was also repeatedly closed to “avoid non-compliance to 
social distancing” (Iloilo City Government, 2020, Para. 1) and “amid 
increasing cases of COVID-19 in the city” (Panay News, 2020, Para. 1) 
(Fig. 2). Fig. 3. Counter dividers at a clothing store in a mall in Iloilo City.  

Fig. 4. Counter dividers at a bakery in a mall in Iloilo City. Floor markings for 
physical distancing can also be seen in the image. 

Fig. 5. A handwashing station—observably no longer in use—outside a hotel in 
Southern Philippines. 
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Likewise, protocols regulating the use of PPEs and physical (usually 
plastic) barriers in certain modes of transportation adhered to the 
thinking of the outdoors as unsafe. In mid-2020, during the initial 
loosening of stay-at-home orders, the government deemed motorcycle 
pillion riding (or ‘back-riding’) a high-risk setting for viral transmission; 
for a time, riders were required to use ‘protective dividers’ between the 
driver and passenger, and only those from the same household were 
permitted to ride together (and had to provide proof of relation when 
asked by authorities on the streets) (DILG, 2020a; Marquez, 2020). 
Despite various sectors pointing out the dangers posed by the use of 
these obstructive dividers (Rappler.com., 2020), the government insis
ted on their safety—and supposed necessity during the pandemic: 
“These motorcycle barriers … have been tested and subjected to studies, 
” said a Cabinet member, who then exhorted the public to “cooperate 
with the government as we collectively battle this virus” (DILG, 2020b, 
Para. 12). Though the rules regarding these dividers were gradually 
rescinded (DILG, 2020c), in some parts of the country it took over a year 
before they were revoked officially (see, for example, Office of the City 
Mayor City of Davao, 2021). The country’s leading app-based motor
cycle ride-sharing service ceased using these barriers only in March 
2022 (Angkas, 2022). 

Jeepneys, the most common mode of transport in the country, were 
also outfitted with plastic dividers between passengers, despite being 
open-air vehicles. But unlike with the motorcycle barriers, there was no 
official policy imposing the use of these jeepney dividers—only the tacit 
approval of various levels of government; in late October 2021, the 
Transportation Department declared that jeepney operators could 
“already remove [the dividers] because there [is] no [scientific proof] 
that they can prevent the spread of COVID-19”, admitting instead that 
“the virus could stick to them” (M. S. Ramos, 2021, Para. 2). 

While more affluent Filipinos who rode private, enclosed vehicles 

were spared from enduring these dividers, everyone was required to 
wear face shields, which became the most consequential manifestation 
of this embrace of plastic barriers. The use of these shields was first 
mandated during the early months of the pandemic (Inter-Agency Task 
Force for the Management of Emerging Infectious Diseases, 2020a), 
alongside other practices of ‘hygiene theater’ (Thompson, 2020) such as 
counter dividers in public establishments (Office of the Secretary, 
Department of Health, 2020). In December 2020, the government 
required the use of face shields, apart from masks, in all public spaces, 
though it eventually made some exemptions (e.g., for cyclists) (Inter-
Agency Task Force for the Management of Emerging Infectious Diseases, 
2020c; Department of Environment and Natural Resources, 2021). 
Students were also initially instructed to use face shields for the 
reopening of schools in 2021 (DepEd & DOH, 2021). But the rule itself 
was implemented inconsistently: At one point, a physician was arrested 
for not wearing a shield while cycling to work (Buan, 2021). 

Despite criticism from other scientists (Cinco, 2021), some local 
experts unwaveringly backed the policy, claiming that studies abroad 
supported the use of face shields in addition to masking—even as the 
two most frequently cited studies were at best noncommittal regarding 
the concrete benefits of using these shields (Bhaskar and Arun, 2020; 
Chu et al., 2020). Most notably, Dr. Edsel Salvana, a government adviser 
with a prominent social-media presence, once directly urged Duterte to 
retain the face-shield mandate for all settings, saying that the shields 
provided a “nice,” “extra layer of security” even if it was not really 
“required” (PCOO, 2021b, p. 4). 

Not everyone subscribed to the idea of ‘labas’ as dangerous, how
ever. Heeding the scientific discourse on COVID-19’s airborne nature 
(Mandavilli, 2021), many incorporated the outdoors into their ‘new 
normal’, including young professionals in Metro Manila who took to 

Fig. 6. Footbath or sanitation mat at the arrival hall of a Philippine airport.  Fig. 7. Signage demonstrative of hygiene theater outside a donut shop in 
Iloilo City. 
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