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Presence, Prowess, Power:
Theorizing Trust
in Local Political Life

Enrique Nifo P. Leviste
Ateneo de Manila University

Western theorizations have predominantly privileged a rationalist
and institution-centric approach to analyzing trust, framing it as
a function of formal rules, governance structures, and strategic
calculation. Many contemporary Global South studies have deepened
discussions on the dynamics of trust across different contexts.
However, they have often adopted frameworks similar to those in
Western scholarship, overlooking locally embedded, relational, and
context-specific understandings of trust. In lieu of and in response to
these perspectives, this paper proposes an alternative sociological
theorization grounded on a nuanced understanding of local political
dynamics that tend to be more informal, personal, and relational.
Building on established scholarship on Philippine local politics
and power relations, this study argues that presence and prowess
function as core mechanisms in the cultivation of trust between local
authorities, other influential actors, and their constituencies. Trust
in one’s political leadership is established and nurtured through
presence or sustained visible involvement in everyday community
life. In turn, prowess or the ability to coherently and consistently
present oneself as genuine or authentic reinforces a leader’s presence.
This paper likewise points to the dynamism and fragility of trust
building, contending that it is a negotiated process rather than a
predetermined byproduct of political authority. Drawing substantial
insight from conversations with local officials and community
leaders in three provinces, academics, and members of an urban
poor people’s organization (PO) based in Quezon City, it recognizes
the potency of political agency in creating and maintaining social
relationships at the local level.

KEYWORDS: community engagement; local politics; political leadership;
political agency; power relations; presence and prowess; trust
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INTRODUCTION

Scholarship on trust is foundational in understanding the nature and
dynamics of individual relationships and collective political, social, and
economic life (Barbalet 2019; Sztompka 2019). It illuminates basic
mechanisms that underpin social cohesion, institutional legitimacy,
and political stability (Rothstein and Stolle 2008; Sztompka 1999).
Studies, in fact, have demonstrated the extent with which trust has
become a prerequisite for cooperation, governance, and sustainable
development—not merely a desirable social quality (Hardin 2002;
Luhmann 2000). In various settings, it facilitates collective action,
mitigates uncertainty, and fosters civic participation (Putnam 1993;
Zmerli and Newton 2008). Without trust, relationships between
citizens, institutions, and leaders deteriorate, leading to political
disengagement, social fragmentation, and heightened conflict
(Hosking 2019; Misztal 1996). Trust operates as a critical lens through
which to examine power dynamics, inequality, and exclusion as well,
offering insights into how marginalized groups negotiate survival and
recognition (Fennema and Tillie 2001; Young and Haynie 2020).
Over the years, interest in the mechanisms and dynamics of trust
building in contemporary societies has produced a wide variety of
scholarship from philosophical inquiries (Baier 1992; Hawley 2014;
Holton 1994) to psychological (Hardin 2006; Rempel, Holmes, and
Zanna 1985), political science (Citrin and Stoker 2018; Hetherington
1998; Levi and Stoker 2000), and sociological perspectives (Dogan
2005; Sztompka 2006; Tilly 2005). While distinctive theoretical
approaches abound, Global South and Global North literature on the
topic have customarily defined trust in three ways: interpersonal (or
particular) trust, which is based on knowledge of and close contact
with others (Choi and Han 2011; Inoguchi and Tokuda 2017;
Scribano 2021); social (or generalized) trust or the belief that most
people can be trusted even without knowing one another personally
or sharing the same background (Misztal 1996; Uslaner 2001; Zmerli
and Newton 2011); and institutional (or political) trust or trust that
relates to confidence in organizations, governments, and systems
(Hudson 2006; Kaasa and Andriani 2022; Mollering 2005). As an
underlying concept in the study of everyday political life, trust plays
a crucial role in governance, solidarity work, and the functioning
of democracy (Zmerli and Newton 2011). Established approaches
in making sense of the link between trust and politics have often
focused on institutional legitimacy, accountability, transparency and

good governance (Braithwaite and Levi 1998; Holum 2023; Mansoor
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2021)—a trend that resonates strongly with recent studies in Africa
(Archibong and Kabir 2020; Kipo-Sunyehzi 2023; Seabo and
Mobolefe 2017), Latin America (Andriani and Loaiza 2021; Pecorari
and Cuesta 2024; Parra Saiani et al. 2024), and East, Central, and
Southeast Asia (Jiang and Zhang 2021; Kim 2014; Lee, Chang, and
Hur 2020). In the Philippines, works on institutional and political
trust (Brillantes and Fernandez 2011; Calata and Uggadan 2018;
Pernia 2021, 2023; Regalado and Sun 2024) have undeniably yielded
important insights as well.

Examining trust in the context of local political life, however,
necessitates moving beyond rationalist and strictly institution-centric
theorizations that tend to prioritize formal governance structures,
policy performance, and institutional efficiency as primary sources of
trust (Newton 2001; Rothstein and Stolle 2008). While these factors
are important, such frameworks often overlook the complexity
of informal, relational, and context-specific ways of negotiating
trust in daily interactions (Sztompka 1999; Tilly 2005). In many
communities, particularly in the Global South, trust is cultivated
through sustained presence, personal involvement, and the ability to
address immediate needs, realities that are not always aligned with
rationalist and institutional metrics of good governance (Auyero 1999,
2001). Leaders and other influential figures often build trust by being
embedded in the social fabric of their communities, participating in
shared rituals, mediating conflicts, and offering practical support in
times of crisis (Freeman 2007; Tilly 2005). A more grounded and
nuanced understanding of trust, in other words, emphasizes everyday
local practices that sustain relationships between individuals and
groups, instances where trust is dynamic, contingent, and continually
negotiated (IPC 2004; Misztal 2011).

Building on existing scholarship, this theoretical paper has
two aims. First, it seeks to discuss seminal perspectives on trust.
In explaining how trust operates based on these perspectives, it
particularly highlights their merits and limitations. Second, it explains
the tenets of a grounded sociological approach to trust that advances
a nuanced appreciation of local political dynamics using experiences
from the Philippines and how this approach might be useful in
addressing these foundational perspectives’ constraints. It draws
insight from established works on Philippine local politics and power
relations. In this paper, I contend that presence and prowess, prevalent
yet rarely articulated local political realities, can help manufacture
and maintain trust.
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I begin by revisiting theories advanced by Robert Putnam
(1993), Diego Gambetta (1988), Russell Hardin (2002), and Francis
Fukuyama (1996), scholars who have produced seminal literature
on the subject of social capital and trust building. Their influence
on research across Africa, Latin America, and Asia—particularly in
the Philippines—will also be examined. The next section discusses
the strengths and shortcomings of these theorizations. It highlights
how these perspectives often reinforce deterministic and static
conceptualizations, overlooking the nuanced and context-dependent
processes through which trust is constructed and negotiated at the
local level. In response to these limitations, the third section proposes
an alternative sociological analysis of trust that is cognizant of its
informal, personal, and relational dimension. More importantly, it
argues for an approach that sees presence and prowess as central to the
process of trust building. It concludes by explaining the link between
trust, political agency, and power, and suggests avenues for further
research. To illustrate the importance of this alternative approach,
I draw insights from conversations and frequent engagements with
local political influentials in three Philippine provinces, academics
with robust community alliances, and members of a people’s
organization (PO) based in Metro Manila.

REVISITING FOUNDATIONAL TRUST
PERSPECTIVES: PUTNAM, GAMBETTA, HARDIN,
AND FUKUYAMA!

Studies often define trust as the willingness to be vulnerable to
the actions of others based on the expectation that they will act
in a reliable, competent, and benevolent manner (Hardin 2002;
Sztompka 1999). It entails a belief in the integrity and predictability
of individuals or institutions and is crucial for enabling cooperation
and reducing the uncertainty inherent in social interactions
(Luhmann 1979; Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994). It is shaped by
past experiences, shared norms, and ongoing relationships, and hence,
is both context-dependent and socially constructed (Sztompka 1999;
Tilly 2005). Although trust is often seen as a logical calculation
based on available information, some scholars argue that it also
involves affective and relational components, making it more than
a simple cognitive judgment (Misztal 2011; Nooteboom 2019).
This section examines the works of Putnam, Gambetta, Hardin,
and Fukuyama, whose foundational conceptualizations of trust have
significantly shaped scholarly discourse. Their influence, particularly
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on Global South literature, provides the basis for critiquing these
seminal perspectives. Additionally, contemporary scholarship on trust
in Africa, Latin America, and Asia, including the Philippines, will
be examined to show the reach and impact of these foundational
theories. Their attempts to build on these conceptualizations will be
discussed as well.

Putnam’s (1993) theory of social capital is one of the most
influential frameworks for understanding trust in contemporary
societies. In his seminal work Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions
in Modern Italy, he argues that societies with dense networks of civic
engagement are more likely to generate social capital, which, in turn,
tosters trust. He defines social capital as bonds that produce strong
ingroups by connecting individuals with similar characteristics. He
has also contended that social capital promotes inclusivity by bridging
groups of diverse identities. Putnam likewise observes that higher
levels of social capital correlate with higher levels of trust, which
turther engender effective governance and economic performance.
In economic parlance, trust reduces transaction costs in business,
facilitates negotiations, and enhances the enforcement of contracts.
Highlighting the importance of civic participation in building
trust, he further explains how trust bodes well for voter turnout,
civic activism, and the overall health of democratic institutions. He
believes that accountable and responsive political systems are borne
out of vibrant civil societies in which networks of civic engagement
exhibit trust.

The works of Diego Gambetta (1988) and Russell Hardin
(2002), in turn, emphasize trust as a form of rational calculation,
illustrating how individuals assess the zrustworthiness of others based
on their past behavior or reputation. They frame trust as a logical
response to perceived reliability. Gambetta, for instance, posits that
trust involves risk assessment where a trusting party expects that the
other will act in a reliable and cooperative way notwithstanding the
uncertainty and potential vulnerabilities involved. Using the principles
of game theory, he demonstrates how trust emerges and endures;
explains the benefits of sustained cooperation over the short-term
gains of betrayal; and encourages collaborative behavior and repeated
interaction. Gambetta’s acknowledgement that trust is inherently
fragile and difficult to build, especially in settings where incentives
for deceit are present or when information about a party’s reputation
is unreliable, is an important facet of his theory. He asserts that trust
can be damaged by a single act of deception or disloyalty, requiring a
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significant effort to restore. This fragility underscores the importance
of maintaining consistent, trustworthy behavior to sustain social and
economic interactions.

In a similar vein, Hardin views trust not as a moral quality or
intrinsic trait. He sees it as a strategic estimation that the trustee
will act favorably because it is in her or his best interest to do so. He
introduces the concept of encapsulated interest, insinuating that trust
emerges when the interests of parties align and when cooperation is
deemed mutually beneficial. Hardin’s theory resonates strongly with
the rational choice perspective, arguing that trust relies (or should
perpetually rely) on information or the knowledge about the trustee’s
past behavior, reputation, and incentives. The trustor’s evaluation of
how the trustee will behave based on her or his interests, potential
risks involved in trusting, and the costs if the trustee fails to meet
expectations are major considerations too. For Hardin, understanding
someone’s trustworthiness requires analyzing their motivations.
These motivations are tied to immediate rewards for fulfilling trust
such as financial gain or social approval or long-term benefits like
maintaining a good reputation, preserving a valuable relationship, or
avoiding negative consequences like social exclusion or legal penalties.

Fukuyama’s (1996) theory of trust extends the rational choice
framework by tying trust to the functioning of social and economic
systems. He contends that trust is a key factor in ensuring economic
prosperity as societies with high levels of institutional trust experience
better economic performance and more cohesive social relations. He
distinguishes between high-trust and low-trust societies, suggesting
that the latter rely more on formal contracts and legal frameworks
while the former depend on informal networks and trust-based
relationships. Fukuyama’s theory is significant for highlighting the
relationship between trust and broader economic and institutional
outcomes. By linking trust to national economic development,
he contributes to understanding how trust can shape not only
interpersonal relationships but also larger social structures.

Fukuyama likewise stresses the importance of culture, albeit
in a cursory way, in determining trust levels within societies. He
states that cultural norms and values deeply influence the propensity
to trust, which in turn affects the structure and development of
economic institutions. For him, historical traditions, religious beliefs,
and social practices play a huge part in creating cultures of trust or
distrust. He opines that cultural factors possess a path-dependent
quality, which refers to their propensity to evolve slowly over time
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and to their resistance to abrupt changes. Societies with a long
history of distrustful relationships may struggle to establish trust even
when economic and political conditions improve. Finally, Fukuyama
recognizes how shared moral values create a sense of community and
mutual obligation that encourages individuals to act in trustworthy
ways. These moral values are crucial for building social capital and
supporting complex economic activities.

BUILDING ON SEMINAL TRUST LITERATURE
IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH

Many Global South studies on trust build upon the rationalist and
institution-centric perspectives of Putnam, Hardin, Gambetta, and
Fukuyama while attempting to offer more nuanced and context-
specific analyses. Scholars in Africa, Latin America, and Asia
expand these foundational theories by examining how trust is
shaped by political participation, historical shifts, and socio-cultural
factors. Kipo-Sunyehzi (2023), for instance, extend institution-
centric understandings of trust by investigating its link to political
participation in Africa. Their study conceptually distinguishes between
active and passive citizens, illustrating that while institutional trust
can foster engagement, it may also reinforce political disengagement
among those who defer to state authority.

In Latin America, Parra Saiani et al. (2024) challenge static
conceptions of trust by demonstrating its fluidity over time. Examining
institutional trust trends from 2008 to 2018, they show that trust,
once broken, is not necessarily irreparable. This temporal perspective
refines rationalist models by emphasizing the contingent and evolving
nature of trust in governance. Jiang and Zhang (2021) further
complicate rationalist interpretations by examining how education,
corruption perception, and urbanization shape political trust in
East and Southeast Asia. Their work reveals that higher education
levels do not automatically translate to greater trust, as increased
awareness of corruption can foster skepticism. Similarly, urbanization
introduces competing influences, as exposure to governance failures
coexists with opportunities for civic engagement. These findings
highlight the multi-dimensional nature of trust formation beyond
mere institutional performance. In the Philippines, Pernia (2021)
advances this discourse by demonstrating how political trust can be
reinforced by authoritarian values. His study reveals that rather than
undermining trust, repressive governance tendencies can enhance
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it among citizens who equate strong leadership with stability. This
insight complicates Western-centric assumptions that trust thrives
only in democratic settings, illustrating the role of political culture in
shaping trust dynamics in Global South societies.

While these works offer invaluable insights, the “informal,”
relational, and personal dimensions of trust-building remain sidelined
as their reliance on macro-level and quantitative analyses tends to
obscure the nuanced ways trust is negotiated within local political
contexts. This approach further leaves key aspects of everyday political
dynamics and lived experiences underexplored.

CRITIQUING RATIONALIST AND INSTITUTION-
CENTRIC TRUST PERSPECTIVES

The frameworks discussed above offer invaluable insights into
macro-level trust dynamics. In attempting to capture in a detailed
and nuanced way complex contextual dimensions of trust in local
political life, however, these approaches often fall short. Quite
noticeably, they tend to privilege rational choice and institutional
approaches while paying less attention to informal, personal, and
relational dimensions of trust that have been prevalent particularly at
the local level. Additionally, by prioritizing institutional performance
and policy outcomes as determinants of trust, these perspectives risk
underestimating everyday social practices that shape trust within
communities. In this section, I elaborate on these foundational
perspectives’ limitations.

Theorizations that focus heavily on trust as a feature of
institutional legitimacy presuppose that the quality of governance,
legal frameworks or policy performance, generate trust with certainty
(Hosking 2019; Rothstein and Stolle 2008). Putnam’s focus on
voluntary associations as the main indicator of social capital fails
to account for other forms of social cohesion and trust that may
not fit American and other Western notions of civic engagement.
He downplays informal networks and familial ties, which can also
generate and sustain trust. Additionally, his framework depicts
societies as homogeneous and hence, does not adequately consider
how power inequalities, social hierarchies, and economic disparities
shape trust. His approach risks assuming that civic engagement
is universally accessible without accounting for barriers faced by
marginalized groups. Finally, the cultural bias embedded in what
constitutes good social capital does not account for diverse cultural
practices that generate trust differently in other contexts.
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Treating trust as a universal phenomenon with standardized
features is problematic. It assumes that trust building operates
similarly across all societies (Delhey and Newton 2005). The
consolidation of trust networks, however, is highly contextual and
varies across cultures. In the Global South, including the Philippines,
trust often takes on specific forms linked to local power dynamics,
networks of exchange, and cultural values. As Hollnsteiner (1963,
1973) has shown, it manifests in a diverse and nuanced manner
through overt and even subtle practices of reciprocity, obligation, or
personal loyalty. Trust is also frequently romanticized as a neutral
or positive force, overlooking how marginalized groups may develop
distrust as a survival strategy in response to exploitation, exclusion,
or repression (see Bayat 2012; Holston 2009). Distrust toward state
institutions may not reflect a lack of civic virtue; it evokes a realistic
response to historical experiences of neglect, corruption, and violence.

Other approaches, particularly those grounded in game theory
and rational choice models like Gambetta and Hardin’s perspectives,
tend to underplay emotional, cultural, and normative aspects of
trust that are significant in everyday social relationships. Gambetta’s
model, for example, does not account for how social contexts, group
identities, and cultural norms influence trust, making his framework
overly individualistic. Hardin’s approach, in turn, neglects other factors
that influence trust such as values and moral commitments. Its overly
utilitarian slant also overlooks the prevalence of altruistic behavior or
trust based on solidarity and social obligations. In contrast, studies in
the Philippines have shown a variety of trust building activities that
are often rooted, for example, in kinship networks (Abad 2005; Porio
and See 2017), communal solidarity (Bankoff 2007; Quetulio-Navarra
and Niehof 2023), and shared engagement in spiritual or faith-based
activities (Abanes, Scheepers, and Sterkens 2014; Biwang 2023). For
example, Porio and See (2017), in their examination of social well-
being, emphasize that kinship ties, particularly relationships with
immediate and extended family, serve as primary foundations of trust,
especially in times of crisis. These ties function as crucial safety nets,
where obligations of care, reciprocity, and mutual support reinforce
social cohesion. In moments of economic hardship, natural disasters,
or political instability, Filipinos often turn to family networks rather
than state institutions for assistance, demonstrating that trust is
sustained not merely through institutional reliability but through
enduring personal bonds.
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Similarly, Quetulio-Navarra and Niehof (2023) illustrate how
trust and reciprocity play a crucial role in community-organized
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in two resettlement sites. In
these communities, where formal state support is often insufficient or
delayed, residents rely on mutual aid networks to navigate the crisis.
Through informal exchanges of food and other essential resources,
trust is continuously reinforced as individuals and families support
one another in the absence of robust institutional intervention.
These acts of reciprocity are not merely survival strategies but also
expressions of social cohesion, where the responsibility to care for
neighbors is seen as an extension of existing communal ties. The
study further highlights how trust in these resettlement sites is not
predicated on institutional legitimacy alone but is actively built and
sustained through everyday interactions and shared vulnerabilities.
This underscores the significance of relational and community-driven
trust, particularly in contexts where formal institutions struggle to
meet the immediate needs of the population.

Fukuyama’s binary classification of high-and low-trust societies,
by the same token, oversimplifies complexities of trust within
different cultural and socio-political contexts. His framework does
not sufficiently consider how historical, political, or colonial legacies
shape trust within societies where state institutions may be viewed
with immense skepticism. Like Putnam, he neglects to elaborate
on informal practices and overlooks interpersonal relationships in
building trust. Fukuyama also appears to treat cultural factors as static,
presupposing that culture shapes behavior while being impervious to
how social actors actively interpret and reshape it. He understates,
in effect, the dynamic nature of culture and, more importantly, the
agency of individuals and groups to actively construct and negotiate
trust.

Depicting trust as static likewise reveals the tendency to study
it as a single point in time rather than a process or relationship
that evolves over the long term. Trust, contends Sztompka (1999),
is inherently temporal. It can grow, erode, and be renegotiated
through ongoing interactions and shifting circumstances. Studies in
the Philippines illustrate, for example, that trust is built slowly over
years of incessant engagement and involvement in shared struggles, a
process that housing rights campaigns (Quetulio-Navarra et al. 2017),
disaster recovery efforts (Porio 2022), or peace building initiatives
(Canuday 2017) have shown.
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Examining the 2014-2015 debates on the Bangsamoro Basic
Law (BBL), Canuday (2017), for instance, analyzes the circumstances
and actors involved, as well as the implications of inclusivity and
democracy in the Bangsamoro and Lumad struggle for autonomy.
He further explores how constituencies with competing self-
determination agendas engage in dialogue, bridging sharp ideological
and historical divides to negotiate a shared future. He shows how
constituencies find ways to converse and hear each other out in
pursuit of living together in peace despite long histories of mistrust,
violence, and marginalization. Such long-term processes are often
overlooked by studies that focus on momentary snapshots of trust
levels.

Finally, these theorizations stress the significance of governance,
policy or institutional performance, as key drivers of trust; yet ignore
the importance of presence (the act of being available, accessible, and
involved in community life) and prowess (the ability to coherently and
consistently present oneself as genuine or authentic while navigating
and solving problems). Local political influentials often build trust
through sustained personal engagement and by demonstrating
competence or savvy in solving problems (see Anderson 1972, 1990;
Sahlins 1963; Wolters 2018). Anderson (1972) and Wolters (2018), for
instance, provide insights into how power and authority are exercised
in Southeast Asia, offering analytical frames that remain relevant
in understanding Philippine local politics. Anderson’s (1972) study
of power in Java emphasizes the symbolic and performative aspects
of leadership, where political authority is not merely derived from
formal institutions but is continuously reaffirmed through displays
of charisma, cultural legitimacy, and patron-client relationships.
He argues that power in Southeast Asia is conceived as something
that accumulates around individuals rather than being tied to an
impersonal bureaucratic system. Wolters (2018), in turn, expands on
the notion of charismatic authority in premodern Southeast Asian
polities, highlighting how leaders maintained legitimacy through
their ability to attract and distribute resources, forge alliances, and
demonstrate prowess in governance. He introduces the concept of the
“man of prowess,” wherein a leader’s authority is derived not just from
hereditary claims but from their ability to cultivate loyalty and project
strength through personal networks and strategic performances of
power. Hence, theorizing trust necessitates a grounded and nuanced
focus and elucidation of the notion of presence and prowess as key
factors in trust building.
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ADVANCING AN ALTERNATIVE THEORIZATION
OF TRUST: THE IMPORTANCE OF PRESENCE
AND PROWESS

To address these foundational perspectives’ limitations, I propose
an alternative theorization of trust that foregrounds its negotiated
and dynamic nature while centering on the concepts of presence
and prowess. Rather than offering a fixed and universal model, this
theorization builds on insights shared during conversations? with local
influentials, academics, and members of POs, recognizing trust as an
evolving and context-specific process. I advance three key arguments
on how trust shapes the legitimacy of leadership in local political life:
(a) defining presence or sustained visible engagement as crucial in
fostering and renegotiating trust between local leaders or influentials
and their constituents; (b) viewing prowess as an integral component
of trust building that strengthens and legitimizes presence; and (c)
understanding trust as inherently fragile and fluid, shaped by ongoing
interactions, performances of leadership, and shifting political realities.
These arguments emerge from extensive engagements with six local
leaders (Congressman Andy,® Yor Wallyt,* Boss Richard,” Aling
Mina,® Atty. Bing,” and Konsi Ray®) from three provinces (Oriental
Mindoro, Camarines Sur, and Bulacan), all of whom have either held
public office for over a decade or have actively sustained civic and
political ties in their respective communities. Furthermore, insights
from two social scientists (Mary Racelis and Jowel Canuday), both
deeply involved in community-based initiatives, as well as perspectives
from urban poor PO members (Kuya Danny, Kuya Victor, and Kuya
Allan’) highlight how trust is continually forged, challenged, and
redefined in local political life.

Understanding how trust operates in local political life further
requires situating it within the broader structures of Philippine local
politics, where the complex interplay of elite brokerage, familial rule,
and grassroots mobilization shape the conditions of leadership and
governance. At the heart of this political landscape is the persistence
of hereditary politics, where families maintain control over elective
positions across generations, often consolidating economic and
political resources through elite brokerage to sustain their influence
(Mendoza et al. 2016; Querubin 2016). This dominance is reinforced
by reciprocal political relationships, wherein access to state resources
and services is mediated through personalistic ties and institutional
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mechanisms (Kerkvliet 2002, 2005). As a result, governance at the
local level is often characterized by a blend of formal institutional
processes and informal networks of influence, where leaders must
continuously negotiate legitimacy through a combination of visibility,
responsiveness, and strategic alliances.

Despite these entrenched structures, vibrant contestations from
civil society actors, grassroots movements, and reform-oriented leaders
characterize local politics. While elite entrenchment remains resilient,
local leaders are increasingly compelled to engage with broader
publics, particularly in urban poor and rural communities, where
social movements and people’s organizations challenge hegemonic
practices (Quimpo 2012; Racelis 2024). These engagements highlight
the evolving nature of trust in political life, as leaders must not only
demonstrate competence and reliability but also navigate shifting
political landscapes, perform leadership in culturally resonant ways,
and maintain a visible presence in their constituencies. The interplay
between enduring political structures and emerging civic engagements
underscores the negotiated and fluid character of trust in Philippine
local governance.

a. Trust in political leadership is cultivated through
consistent presence and visible engagement in
communities. Relational proximity and shared

social experiences create meaningful connections
that institutional metrics alone cannot achieve.

In this paper, I argue that presence, as a fundamental mechanism in
trust-building, encompasses the physical and emotional involvement
of individuals within the daily lives of communities. This concept
shifts one’s focus from abstract, institutional theories of trust that
typically rely on standardized yet decontextualized parameters toward
an understanding grounded in proximity, relational interaction,
and sustained engagement (Sztompka 1999, 2006, 2019; Tilly
2005). Presence, as described by local leaders I interviewed, entails
embodiment or the physical manifestation and active participation of
individuals within social spaces, which is closely tied to how social
identities and roles are performed within specific cultural contexts
(Butler 2002; Goffman 1959). Freemans (2007) ethnographic
account of Malagasy politician Marc Ravalomanana’s attributes
and achievements illustrates how embodiment works. He posits
that presence is not limited to spatial proximity but includes the
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ways individuals enact their roles successfully within shared social
environments. He explores how “big people” or “earthshakers” acquire
and maintain power through their authoritative presence, mastering
gestures, speech, and public behavior befitting their office while
resonating with cultural expectations. Thus, presence serves as an
ongoing practice through which social bonds are maintained and
trust is cultivated.

Trust building at the local level, observes Tilly (2005), is defined
by the formation of personal, commitment-driven ties between local
leaders and their constituencies. These ties are often forged through
direct, consistent interactions that demonstrate attentiveness to
the community’s needs and a leader’s genuine investment in their
well-being. It is rooted in informal and relational exchanges that
affirm a leader’s accessibility, responsiveness, and empathy unlike
institutionalized forms of trust, which rely on bureaucratic systems
or codified procedures. Such personal connections not only enhance
the perception of authenticity but also foster a sense of shared
responsibility as constituents view their leaders as integral members
of the community rather than distant authorities.

Through a framework centered on presence, trust is thus
understood as an ongoing process of negotiation that arises from
consistent visibility and accessibility of local leaders. For instance,
Congressman Andy highlights how local government officials have
successfully built and nurtured trust networks over time by regularly
attending community events, from festivals and religious gatherings
(such as fiestas and processions) to personal milestones (such as
birthdays, weddings, and graduation parties). These appearances foster
a sense of proximity and familiarity, which is valuable. Furthermore,
the volume and quality of programs such as infrastructure projects,
educational and medical assistance, and livelihood subsidies also
enhance an official’s visibility. Congressman Andy emphasizes that
tangible projects remain vital in evaluating government officials’
performance and dedication to their mandate:

Ang unang hinahanap ng tao ay performance. Proyekto.
Kalsada man o school building, scholarship man o medical
assistance, mahalaga ang mga yan. Alam ng tao kung
nagtatrabaho ka o hindi. Kaya kailangan transparent ka
kung saan pumupunta ang pera ng gobyerno. Linggo-
linggo pumupunta ako sa mga barangay para ibalita
sa mga tao kung anong plano natin para sa kanilang
komunidad.
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[What people first look for is performance, projects
that make a tangible impact. Whether it’'s roads,
school buildings, scholarships, or medical assistance,
these initiatives are significant indicators of effective
governance. People are aware of whether or not you
are fulfilling your duties, which is why transparency in
the allocation and utilization of government funds is
essential. Every week, | visit the barangays to inform the
people about our plans for their community.]

The first-term congressman acknowledges, however, that direct
personal engagement with barangay leaders and residents tends to
have a powerful and persuasive effect: “Nakikita ng mga tao yung
sinisimentong kalsada pero kailangan ka pa rin nilang makamayan,
makausap, at makatawanan. Presensya, hindi lang proyekto. Nandyan
ka para sa kanila. Hindi nakakalimot o nang-iiwan.” [People see the
paving of roads, but they still need to shake your hand, talk with you,
and share a laugh. It’s not just about projects, but about presence. You
are there for them. Never neglecting or abandoning them.]

Atty. Bing’s experience likewise accentuates the significant role
of presence in building trust. During the COVID-19 pandemic, she
offered hands-on, visible support to constituents, especially severely
impacted households. She distributed relief goods, regularly checked
on quarantined residents through phone calls, group chats, and even
brief personal visits, and coordinated community health interventions
with medical professionals. These actions, despite the risks involved,
demonstrated her commitment and sincerity. As Atty. Bing noted:

Napunan yung kawalan at naibsan ang pangungulila
nung mga naapektuhan ng COVID kahit papano. Hindi
sapat ang padalang pagkain, gamot o masks ... malaking
bagay din yung naririnig ang boses mo o nakikita ka hahit
sandali lang.

[The absence and loneliness experienced by those
affected by COVID-19 were alleviated at least to some
extent. While food, medicine, or masks sent their way
were helpful, hearing your voice or seeing you even for
just a brief moment made a significant difference.]
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As the former mayor of a town in Camarines Sur, Yor Wally
shared a similar insight regarding the importance of personal
engagement with constituents. In our regular conversations, he
frequently highlighted the significance of personal na paghapot or
personal care, which, for his constituents, often meant the presence
and attention of their local leaders. For many townspeople, particularly
those who rarely interacted with elected officials, the opportunity to
converse and spend time with them, whether meeting on the street,
in church, or at social gatherings, was highly valued. As Yor Wally
explained: “Dakulaon na bagay na makaulay asin makasaro ka ninda’
[It’s a big thing for them to be able to talk to you and be with you].
He noted, however, that the demands of being mayor eventually took
a toll on his health, as he often stayed up late to attend barangay
fiestas, weddings, birthdays, anniversaries, graduation parties, and
wakes. Social expectations sometimes led to overindulgence in alcohol
at these events: “Dai ako makasabi kang dai. Binubuhat na ako nin
limang lalaki ta dai na ako makalakad. Ang laki ko pa man sana tu.” [1
couldn’t say no. Five men would carry me because I could no longer
walk. I was really big back then.] Despite the physical strain, Yor
Wally recognized the importance of these interactions in fostering
enduring relationships with his constituents:

Na makita asin maramdaman ninda na tawo ka man sana
maski yaon ka sa poder. Marunong ka makibagay asin
makisaro maski magkaiba ang saindong pinangibahan o
katayuan sa buhay. Importante iyon ta magkakaigwa na
sinda nin pagtubod saimo.

[It’'s important for them to see and feel that, despite
holding a position of power, you are just like them. You
should be able to connect and relate to others, regardless
of their background or social status. This is crucial
because it helps them develop trust in you.]

Constituents who came in large numbers to pay their final
respects during his four-day wake in June 2024, in fact, fondly
remembered the former mayor for his simplicity and sincerity. They
recalled how he personally led cleanup drives in the aftermath of
typhoons, sweeping debris while dressed in his casual home attire
and slippers. They described him as “sobrang mabait, madali lapiton
asin kausapin . . . karaniwang tawo . . . totoong tawo” [a compassionate
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man who is easy to approach and talk to ... an ordinary person . .. a
real person], emphasizing his genuine and down-to-earth nature that
endeared him to the community.

Reflections on Yor Wally’s leadership brought to mind
conversations the Ateneo Institute of Philippine Culture (IPC)
had in 2023 with members of an urban poor PO in Quezon City."
When asked about the qualities they seck in an ideal leader, members
emphasized that leaders should be dedicated to duty or tapat sa
tungkulin, express genuine concern or malasakit, and have tangible
accomplishments or 7ay nagawa na.’They trust leaders who live simply
and are willing to wait in line like them or marunong pumila kagaya
namin. Kuya Danny, who heads the tricycle operators and drivers
association in his community, opined that true leadership means
being visible and engaged with the community regardless of electoral
success: “Manalo o matalo man, dapat nakikita at nakakasalamuhba pa
rin namin sila” [ Win or lose, we should still be able to see and interact
with them]. This response led Kuya Victor, a former bus driver and
active community organizer, to distinguish between mga fotoong tao
(genuine or real people) and mga kabute (mushrooms), a metaphor
for politicians who appear suddenly to secure votes and then
disappear. When we inquired about their distrust of such politicians,
Kuya Allan, a pedicab driver and vendor, explained: “Di nila kami
tinatao o rinerespeto. Paano namin sila pagkakatiwalaan?’ [They dont
acknowledge or respect us. How can we trust them?] They also
tended to depend more on masipag or hardworking barangay officials
or volunteer purok (zone) leaders than on city or national government
officials: “Palagi namin silang nakakasama at kilala na nila kami. Sa
kanila kami umaasa.” [We have been with them consistently, and they
have come to know us well. They are the ones we depend on.]

'These accounts demonstrate that trust between local leaders
and constituents is not built solely on abstract promises of good
governance or measurable achievements. Rather, it is also forged
through leaders’ steadfast involvement in daily community life or
the capacity to constantly connect the extraordinary (big people’s
stature, attributes, and accomplishments) with the ordinary (daily
aspirations, expectations, and needs of the constituency) as Freeman
(2007) describes. Garrido (2017), in his analysis of former Philippine
president Joseph Estrada’s populist appeal, likewise elaborates
on the indispensability of political resonance. He highlights how
the former chief executive persuasively established a connection
with marginalized communities by embodying a genuine, relatable
image that felt honest and accessible, contrasting with the elite’s
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perceived disconnection. Estrada’s projection of sincerity, contends
Garrido (2017), fostered a sense of trust and loyalty among the poor,
reinforcing his image as someone who understood and represented
their struggles.

Observations on the importance of presence further reflect
community organizing experiences often marked by social class
divisions and antagonisms. Racelis (2024), in a symposium on
Philippine politics,"" shares how closeness and frequency of
engagement help engender productive and inclusive grassroots
activism while gradually dispelling discomfort and distrust between
community residents and prospective public and private sector
partners. She recounts how, in an urban poor settlement in Metro
Manila, a partnership between residents and a nongovernment
organization (NGO) initially faced skepticism due to past initiatives
that were perceived as one-sided or unfair. However, regular
consultations and collaborative housing design workshops over
several months fostered mutual respect and produced a sustainable
relocation plan. According to Racelis, consistent engagement
or presence heightens the likelihood of generating trust among
activists, community organizers, and marginalized communities, and
could bridge social and cultural divides among stakeholders despite
challenges. Involvement in community advocacy work could create
opportunities for successful strategies to take root and flourish as
well if social movement representatives spend time listening to and
prioritizing impoverished people’s issues.

Furthermore, adopting partnership modes of genuine respect
and sensitivity is crucial in nurturing collaborative interpersonal ties
where advocates are treated as locals who collaborate and advocate
from within, not external actors imposing solutions from above.
Our conversations with PO representatives attest to this when they
asserted : “Respeto ang hinihingi namin sa kanila (referring to politicians
and NGOs). Hindi yung tuwing eleksyon lang sila nagpapakita kapag
may kailangan sila.” [ What we ask from them, particularly politicians
and NGOs, is respect. Not the kind of attention they show only
during elections when they need something from us.]

Sustained visibility and personal engagement, however, only
constitute one part of the explanation of the importance of trust.
Focusing on presence alone cannot tell us why social actors employing
similar acts are not recognized in the same way. In the ensuing
section, I show how presence and prowess are mutually constitutive
rather than sequential or hierarchical. While trust requires both, their
relationship is dynamic and context-dependent rather than strictly
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linear. Presence, as conversations with key informants demonstrate,
is often the initial condition that allows a leader to cultivate trust.
However, presence alone is insufficient; it must be reinforced by
prowess. In this sense, presence provides the conditions for trust-
building, but prowess sustains and legitimizes it.

b. Prowess or the ability to generate an authentic
and coherent performance strengthens and
distinguishes a political leader’s presence
from others.

Trust building, as evidenced by the experiences of local leaders I
engaged with, cannot be reduced to specific strategies. Rather, the
effectiveness of these strategies lies in their integration into a well-
structured presentation or performance. In Goffman’s (1959) terms,
a performance encompasses all actions aimed at influencing an
audience, including both verbal and non-verbal expressions, whether
intentional or inadvertent. The success of a performance, in terms of
its credibility, hinges on its coherence, which refers to how well the
components of a performance come together to create a consistent
and natural impression. Consistency involves maintaining a particular
perspective across different contexts over time, while naturalness
pertains to both the ease with which one assumes a role and the
perception that the performance is free from artifice or excessive
effort. I define prowess, therefore, as the production and maintenance
of a coherent and convincing performance. It denotes the exceptional
ability to accomplish extraordinary or challenging tasks, often defying
significant odds through skill, determination, and resourcefulness.

While I discuss prowess in relation to authenticity, ingenuity,
and pedigree in this section, I do not intend to suggest that prowess
is predetermined or inherently tied to fixed social markers. Rather,
it is a negotiated and performative quality that emerges through
interactions, is contextually defined, and remains open to contestation.
After all, authenticity and ingenuity, as aspects of prowess, are neither
self-evident nor universally agreed upon; they are shaped by historical,
cultural, and political conditions and are often subject to ongoing
deliberation within communities. Who determines what counts as
authenticity or ingenuity depends on social recognition, collective
perceptions, and the situated expectations of trust-building actors.
'This means that prowess is neither static nor exclusively tied to rigid
social markers like political lineage.
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PROWESS AS AUTHENTIC PERFORMANCE
AND STRATEGIC INGENUITY

Conversations with Boss Richard and Aling Mina lend credence
to how prowess, which they describe as abilidad (skill) or diskarte
(practical ingenuity), contributes to establishing and maintaining
trust. In Boss Richard’s province, two incumbent politicians have built
durable careers as both have showcased considerable accomplishments.
They diverge, nonetheless, in how they engage and appeal to the
public. The first one (a sixty-one-year-old litigator originating from
an elite background) has primarily relied on a robust portfolio of
infrastructure projects and legislative initiatives as the foundation of
his political success. He is highly regarded for his steady, dependable
service as congressman and is often viewed as a provider of practical
outcomes. “Mahusay sa batas, maabilidad na mambabatas” [Skilled in
law, an adept legislator], his supporters would often claim.

The second politician (a former youth leader in his late forties
who belongs to a middle-class family), in turn, boasts of similar
accomplishments given his long political tenure as former Sangguniang
Kabataan (Youth Council) Provincial Federation President, former
board member, former vice governor, and incumbent governor. Known
to the youth as Kuya or older brother, he brings a distinct flair to his
public interactions as he captivates audiences with speeches tailored
to suit different groups. In gatherings of senior citizens or religious
groups, for example, he adeptly integrates Bible verses into his
speeches, aligning himself with his audience’s values and sensibilities.
In more informal settings, he adopts a down-to-earth demeanor,
rolling up his sleeves (literally), draping a towel around his neck, and
using colloquial language and even obscenities to drive his points
home. This adaptable and expressive communication style, observes
Boss Richard, enables him to forge a strong connection with diverse
groups, enhancing his appeal well beyond his formal achievements:

Kailangan marunong kang makibagay sa iba’t-ibang
grupo. Malakas ang appeal ni Gob kasi bukod sa magaling
magsalita, marunong tumimpla ng kausap. Chameleon
siya. Kung anong kulay mo, ganun rin siya. Kung anong
hilig mo, yun rin ang hilig niya.

22 Social Transformations Journal of the Global South Vol. 11, No. 2, Nov. 2023



[You need to know how to get along with different
groups. The Governor has strong appeal because he
knows how to adjust to his audience in addition to being
an excellent speaker. He is like a chameleon. He reflects
your style and interests.]

Being a staunch supporter of the congressman, Boss Richard
worries about a potential face-off between him and the governor
when the latter completes his term in 2028: “Mahihirapan si Cong
kapag nakatapat niya si Gob. Parehong may makinarya pero talo siya
ni Gob sa audience impact. Best actor yung isa e.” [Congressman will
have a hard time if he goes up against the Governor. Both possess
robust political machinery, but the Governor surpasses him in terms
of audience impact. He has the charisma of a seasoned performer.]
Boss Richard’s concern reminds us of Goftman’s observation. He
asserts that the most credible performances are those that become
automatic and unconscious through constant practice, reflecting not
a strict adherence to a script but a command of an idiom exercised
naturally and without premeditation (Goffman 1959).

In this context, prowess refers to a politician’s skill in gauging
the audience and presenting themselves as genuinely relatable
across various settings. The ability to read the room allows leaders
to interpret the mood, values, and concerns of their constituents,
enabling them to adapt their message and demeanor appropriately.
'This skill fosters empathetic communication, ensuring that politicians
respond to the distinct needs and aspirations of diverse groups.
Additionally, presenting oneself as “natural” enhances credibility by
projecting authenticity and ease, making interactions appear genuine
and spontaneous. The ability to connect with audiences through both
verbal and non-verbal cues in a political arena where public perception
often rivals policy in importance can significantly strengthen a
politician’s influence, effectiveness, and longevity in office—a reality
reminiscent of Auyero’s (2001) observation in an ethnographic
study of clientelism in an Argentine slum. He reveals how political
brokers gain legitimacy through effective performance, aligning with
the expectations of their constituents. Brokers distribute goods and
perform their actions in a manner that reflects genuine care and
affection for the people, a calculated enactment strongly influenced
by Eva Perén’s iconic role as patron of the poor.

Performances, however, backfire in certain cases. Ate Mina, for
instance, recalls how a congressional candidate in 1998 (an engineer
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who owns a local construction firm), seeking to bolster his appeal
among local voters, made a grave misstep when he jokingly called a
barangay hall in her hometown, a project of his political opponent,
shoddily built. In a lighthearted remark, he suggested that the facility
was merely suitable for livestock to dispose of waste. In a bid to offer
a solution, he promised to construct a state-of-the-art barangay hall,
complete with modern amenities like a television and air conditioning
unit. This comment, though intended as a joke, offended a group of
barangay officials and influential community leaders, particularly Ate
Mina, a respected local figure. In retaliation, she rallied seven vote-
rich barangays in her municipality to mount an aggressive campaign
against the congressional aspirant. “Walang puwang ang bastos at
mayabang dito sa lugar natin” [There is no place for the rude and
arrogant in our community], she declared, urging her constituents to
stand firm. These barangays overwhelmingly rejected the candidate,
culminating in his crushing defeat. In Ate Mina’s own barangay,
which had over 400 registered voters at the time, the candidate
secured less than 50 votes.

Ate Mina further narrates the case of a former board member
running for congress in 2001 who, struggling to gain traction,
resorted to personal attacks against his opponent, a housewife. He
dismissively claimed she would contribute nothing if elected, crudely
remarking that her only act in congress would be to relieve herself.
This strategy backfired as Ate Mina and her kumares (close female
friends) campaigned against him, leading to a resounding electoral
defeat, a first in his political career.

'These accounts mirror the fragility of performances: how one’s
execution can be vulnerable to disruptions and inconsistencies that
can undermine coherence while severely damaging credibility. This
idea is further supported by social psychological research, which
suggests that expressive control is inherently limited. For instance,
Wegner (1994) deduces that highly controlled performances may go
awry as the mental load required to sustain them can lead to failure.
DePaulo (1992) adds that misleading performances, which necessitate
greater control, are particularly susceptible to unintentional nonverbal
cues that betray their true nature. Thus, highly motivated liars may be
more easily detected than those with weaker motivations (DePaulo,
Lanier, and Davis 1983). This vulnerability further points to a more
nuanced understanding of prowess as it encompasses the capacity
to remain authentic and composed amidst scrutiny. Thus, beyond
technical competence, prowess may be understood as the ability to
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convey genuine commitment to one’s mandate or role, a quality that
fortifies trust and credibility.

It is important to point out that Ate Mina’s success in
orchestrating landslide victories for congressional candidates in the
1998 and 2001 elections also exemplifies prowess through her ability
to navigate complex electoral landscapes and mobilize grassroots
support effectively. Her achievements, accomplished despite facing
seasoned and well-funded opponents, highlight her strategic acumen,
deep community connections, and ability to inspire trust among
voters. These victories solidified her reputation as a bigarin or political
heavyweight.

PROWESS AS A PRODUCT
OF POLITICAL PEDIGREE

The analysis of prowess as a trust-building tool underscores how
certain qualities that may be deemed inherited, learned, or symbolically
duplicated are integral to cultivating trust within political spheres.
In many contexts, these traits are not merely the product of an
individual’s actions or personal charisma but are also deeply entwined
with family lineage and political heritage. A politician’s pedigree, built
through familial associations and inherited social networks, plays
a crucial role in conferring legitimacy and presuming competence.
This form of inherited authority often positions individuals as more
trustworthy by virtue of their family’s established reputation and prior
political engagements. The concept of political pedigree emphasizes
the continuity of power and the symbolic weight carried by family
names, which can be leveraged to gain political favor even in the
absence of direct experience or performance.

Bourdieu’s ([1986] 2011) notion of cultural capital is particularly
relevant in understanding how non-economic forms of capital, such as
a family’s political connections, reputation, and symbolic recognition,
bestow an individual with a distinct advantage. Cultural capital in
the political realm is not only about personal achievements but also
about the ability to draw upon the historical trust and influence
accumulated by one’s family. These inherited assets provide a level of
credibility that can ease a political figure’s entry into leadership roles,
as they are often perceived to inherit the knowledge, networks, and
social legitimacy associated with their lineage. This dynamic creates
a form of continuity wherein the cultural symbols and practices
linked to political success are passed down, facilitating trust-building
without the need for extensive direct engagement.
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Swidler (1986) expands on this by introducing the concept of
cultural repertoires, where individuals utilize familiar cultural symbols,
values, and behaviors to foster trust within their communities.
Political dynasties exemplify this idea, as those who inherit political
roles often have access to a “toolkit” of cultural resources that
positions them as credible and effective leaders (Coronel et al. 2007).
Voters may perceive them as trustworthy due to the expectation
that they will replicate the values, governance styles, and political
strategies that their families have historically embodied (IPC 2004).
This continuity of cultural practices within political families allows
constituents to feel that they already understand a politician’s values
and objectives before any personal interactions, reinforcing trust
through the enduring legacy of family involvement in politics. Thus,
political pedigree not only shapes how individuals are perceived but
also influences the broader social and cultural framework through
which trust is negotiated in the political arena.

Konsi Ray and Congressman Andy are political figures whose
reputations are strengthened by their family backgrounds and histories
of service, illustrating how prowess combined with political pedigree
can effectively bolster trust. Konsi Ray, whose father was a well-
respected vice mayor, inherited not only his father’s public service
network but also the expectations and goodwill that came with it.
His father’s consistent dedication to the community, from overseeing
school building projects to advocating for healthcare access, left a
lasting impression. This legacy allowed Konsi Ray to be perceived as
a natural fit for local leadership as he embodies traits and qualities
familiar to his community. His constituents trust him partly because
they see in him the continuity of his father’s influence, values, and
service-oriented mindset.

By the same token, Congressman Andy’s status as a beneficiary
of intergenerational continuity is underscored by the legacy of his
father, a pioneering businessman and esteemed philanthropist. His
father’s deep-rooted commitment to community welfare, exemplified
through his substantial contributions in the construction of school
buildings and churches, and his role as a trusted advisor to both
politicians and ordinary townspeople, laid the foundation for
Congressman Andy’s own political credibility and trustworthiness.
His enduring influence as a powerbroker shaped local politics and
provided Congressman Andy with a powerful sense of legitimacy,
prompting staunch supporters to always affirm: “Like father like
son! E anak ni Ka Narding e kaya magaling rin sa tao. Hindi na
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nakakapagtaka!” [Like father, like son! Congressman Andy, much
like his father, Ka Narding, has a remarkable ability to connect with
people. This is not a surprise at all!]

It is nonetheless important to point out that individuals
without established political lineage or elite connections can and do
exhibit prowess, often by demonstrating competence, adaptability,
and strategic action in ways that resonate with their constituencies.
Leaders from marginalized sectors, grassroots organizers, and local
influentials without traditional political capital, as Racelis (2024) and
Canuday (2024) articulate, have, in many cases, successfully cultivated
trust through demonstrated responsiveness, problem-solving abilities,
and deep community engagement. This underscores the argument
that prowess is not an inherited trait but a relational and evolving
process of trust-building.

An analysis of prowess underscores the uniqueness of a leader’s
presence and appeal but not its sustained impact over time. What
demands closer scrutiny, therefore, is the inherently dynamic nature
of trust, which is never assured but must be continuously cultivated
and negotiated through ongoing interaction and mutual engagement.

c. Trust is a dynamic yet fragile negotiated process
that has to be fought for afresh.

Trust, as conversations with local influentials have demonstrated, is
neither a straightforward achievement nor an outcome guaranteed
by position, authority, or good intentions. Instead, it is a dynamic
and negotiated process that unfolds through ongoing interaction,
contextual responsiveness, and the fulfillment of shared expectations
(see also Freeman 2007; Garrido 2017; Valgardsson et al. 2024).
This process entails consistent efforts to align the values, needs, and
perceptions of leaders and their constituencies. Trust may then emerge
incrementally, shaped by reciprocal exchanges, lived experiences, and
the demonstration of commitment over time. As such, it is subject to
challenges and contestation, requiring active maintenance to counter
potential disruptions. This dynamic nature of trust highlights its
fragility and underscores its dependence on context, relationships,
and actions that resonate with constituents.

At its core, trust relies on negotiation, where leaders and
constituents engage in implicit or explicit agreements about roles,
responsibilities, and expectations. Sztompka (1999, 2006) frames
trust as confidence that vulnerabilities will not be taken advantage
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of, emphasizing the negotiation of vulnerability and dependability at
the heart of trust. Constituents test this belief through continuous
observation of leaders’ behavior, especially during moments of crisis
or heightened expectations. For instance, during the COVID-19
pandemic, leaders worldwide were placed under intense scrutiny as
communities sought assurance, transparency, and action in navigating
unprecedented challenges (Chan 2021; Rodriguez-Morales and
Franco 2021). For Konsi Ray, a registered nurse by profession, it
was important for local leaders to regularly communicate with
their communities and distribute aid effectively: “Mabhalaga yung
may sistema at regularidad sa pagkilos noong panahon ng pandemya.
Buhay ang nakataya. Nakikita ng tao kung may plano ka o wala.
Nararamdaman nila kung wagas ang serbisyo o hindi. Yun ang diperensya
kung sino ang paniniwalaan at hindi.” [It was crucial to have a system
and consistency in action during the pandemic. Lives were at stake.
People could see whether you had a plan or not, and they could feel
whether your service was genuine. That made the difference between
who earned their trust and who did not.]

Konsi Ray’s realization echoes sentiments expressed by members
of the urban PO as they distinguished between “good” and “bad”
public service. For example, Kuya Danny recounted a story where
they sought financial assistance from a senatorial candidate once the
COVID-19 lockdowns were lifted. He recalled how kind and helpful
the office staff were, offering them food and coffee while they waited:
“Ang babait nung mga kausap namin. Hindi kami minaliit. Tinao
kami.” [The people we spoke with were kind. They didn’t belittle
us. They treated us with respect.] He then proceeded to criticize a
government office for employing unprofessional employees who did
not treat them well: “Dun naman sa (mentions government office)
wala kaming napala. Pinagpasapasahan kami at nasigawan pa.” [As
for (mentions government office), we gained nothing. They passed us
around and even shouted at us.] Listening to Kuya Danny’s lament,
Kuya Victor had this to say:

Marami sa aming mahihirap, hindi basta-basta bumoboto
kahit bigyan pa kami ng pera. Namimili rin kami. Yung iba
sa amin tatanggapin ang pera pero iboboto pa rin yung
kursunada. Akala ninyo ganun lang? Nag-iisip din kami.
Nag-uusap-usap din kami kung sinong dapat.
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[Many of us who are poor do not simply vote, even if we
are given money. We also make careful choices. Some of
us may accept the money, but still vote for the candidate
we prefer. Do you think it’'s that simple? We also think
critically. We discuss amongst ourselves who we should
support].

Such assertions demonstrate that constituencies, particularly
in marginalized communities, engage in critical discernment when
making electoral choices despite being portrayed often as passive or
easily manipulated (Aguilar and Alis 2018). Contrary to stereotypes,
poor voters follow a mode of rationality in their participation in the
electoral process (IPC 2004). They are not mere cultural dupes but
individuals who actively weigh their options, considering not only
immediate material benefits but also the broader political context
and long-term implications of their votes (Stokes 2005; see also
Castells 1983). In fact, voters engage in collective discussions and
negotiations within their communities, using these interactions to
strategically align their votes with personal or collective interests
(Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007). Kuya Danny, for instance, disclosed
how barangay residents carefully allocate votes across multiple
candidates rather than support a single party or political ticket. This
tactic allows individuals to back candidates who best align with their
priorities while still supporting others based on personal or familial
connections. He explained how his organization would collectively
decide on two to three candidates to endorse and campaign for,
but leave the remaining slots open for those who hold personal
significance. Family preferences play a significant role in this process,
as individuals may prioritize candidates who have familial ties or
local connections.

Canuday’s (2024) work on political prowess and frontier
politics™ likewise sheds light on this phenomenon. He reveals
that voters often engage in a process of rational discernment when
selecting candidates, carefully considering various factors such as
political platforms, personal experiences, and social contexts that
influence their choices. An example of this dynamic is evident in a
family who initially supported Grace Poe for president but ultimately
shifted their allegiance to Rodrigo Duterte just before the vote. This
decision exhibits the political agency of households, emphasizing
their capacity to make informed, autonomous choices based on
shifting perceptions and evolving political landscapes. The ability to
reconsider and alter one’s vote underscores the relative autonomy that
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voters possess, reflecting their active role in the political process and
their independence from rigid party affiliations or external pressures.

Additionally, these examples highlight that voters exercise
agency by navigating complex political environments and making
informed decisions that reflect their values and needs, despite the
structural inequalities they face. Constituencies possess the power to
resist leaders and withhold trust when their expectations are unmet
or when they perceive betrayal. This capacity for resistance is evident
in various political contexts, where communities, through collective
action or selective disengagement, challenge leaders who fail to fulfill
their promises or undermine public welfare (see Bayat 2000; Kerkvliet
2005). Constituencies, by withholding trust, not only assert their
agency but also signal to political elites that leadership legitimacy
is contingent on ongoing responsiveness and accountability. Boss
Richard’s story about a gubernatorial candidate in his province who
lost in the 2022 elections attests to the volatility of trust:

Sayang yung kandidato kong gobernador. May makinarya
at proyekto pero inayawan ng tao. Nayabangan kasi sa
kanya. Puro paninira ng kalaban ang kanyang inatupag.
Sabi ko nga sa kanya, dapat nag-focus na lang siya sa
mga dating accomplishments niya. Marami naman e. Yun
sana ang inilako niya sa tao. Inuna kasi yung pagmumura
at pananakot. Ginaya si Duterte pero hindi naman siya si
Duterte. Wala sa lugar. Kaya ayun, talo.

[It is unfortunate for my gubernatorial candidate. He
had the machinery and projects but was rejected by
the people. They became frustrated with him because
of his arrogance. Instead of attacking his opponent, he
should have emphasized his past accomplishments, of
which there were many. | told him that he should have
showcased those to the people. Instead, he prioritized
insults and threats. He tried to imitate Duterte, but he
is not Duterte. His approach was out of place, and as a
result, he lost].

Currently, the politician in question is vying for the position of
mayor. His barangay coordinators have advised him to completely
overhaul his image and approach, shifting from the persona of a
political “bad boy” to that of a more relatable, grounded individual.
This “transformation” even extended to his social media presence
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with photos of him riding expensive bikes being replaced by images
of him engaging with ordinary townspeople, attending processions,
and participating in medical missions. According to Boss Richard,
re-establishing trust and gaining the sympathy of the people requires
a significant change in approach: “Kung gusto mong pagkatiwalaan
ka ulit at makuba ang simpatya ng tao, kailangan mong bagubin ang
approach mo. Suyuin mo, wag murahin. Magpakumbaba ka. layon mo
sa gusto ng tao ang panliligaw mo ng boto.” [If you want people to
trust you again and gain their sympathy, you need to change your
approach. Court them, do not insult them. Be humble. Consider
what they actually want and tailor your approach accordingly.] This
insight underscores the notion that rebuilding trust demands both
strategic recalibration and a genuine display of humility, a realization
that Congressman Andy’s quip vividly captures: “ZTao ang boss. Dapat
sumunod sa kanilang gusto.” [The people are the ultimate authority,
and their desires and preferences should be respected and followed. ]

Trust, as shown here, is not an automatic byproduct of authority
but a negotiated process shaped by ongoing interactions, shared
experiences, and the fulfillment of reciprocal expectations. It requires
leaders to demonstrate commitment, responsiveness, and authenticity
while navigating the fragility and contestability of trust. Examples
illustrate that trust emerges through iterative engagement and
must be actively maintained. As a negotiated and context-sensitive
phenomenon, trust underscores the centrality of relationality,
responsiveness, and accountability in fostering meaningful connections
between leaders and their constituencies. This nuanced understanding
of trust challenges reductive notions of leadership legitimacy and
highlights the importance of sustained, reciprocal effort in building
resilient political and social relationships.

RETHINKING TRUST THROUGH PRESENCE
AND PROWESS IN LOCAL POLITICS:
CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

This paper has presented an alternative sociological theorization
of trust that challenges rationalist, and institution-centric models,
proposing instead a more nuanced understanding of trust-building
processes within the context of Philippine local politics. By focusing
on the mechanisms of presence and prowess, it highlights how trust
operates beyond formal institutions and is deeply embedded in
informal, personal, and relational dynamics. As conversations with
local leaders, academics, and PO members illustrate, trust in political
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leadership is not merely a function of formal authority or institutional
legitimacy; rather, it is continually negotiated and reshaped through
visible engagement, social recognition, and performances of
authenticity.

Presence, as conceptualized in this study, is more than just
physical visibility; it signifies a leader’s sustained commitment to
being embedded in community life, engaging with its members on
a personal level, and demonstrating an ongoing investment in local
concerns. This ongoing interaction fosters proximity, accountability,
and responsiveness, which, in turn, help in establishing a leader’s
credibility and trustworthiness. Unlike abstract institutional
mechanisms that assume trust as a function of governance structures,
presence underscores the everyday, lived experience of political
relationships, where leaders must remain actively involved in the
affairs of their constituents to maintain trust.

The concept of prowess, as developed in this paper, extends
beyond conventional notions of political skill or competence. It
encapsulates the ability of a leader to demonstrate authenticity,
ingenuity, and responsiveness in ways that resonate with their
constituents. It is not simply about technical expertise or institutional
knowledge but is deeply tied to the leader’s capacity to adapt, perform,
and exhibit qualities that reinforce their legitimacy in the eyes of
the community. It is through public acts of competence, problem-
solving, and symbolic displays of leadership that prowess becomes
visible and meaningful. Conversations with key informants reveal
that prowess is not a static trait but a dynamic quality that must be
performed, sustained, and negotiated in relation to both presence and
the expectations of the community.

Critically, prowess is not necessarily tied to pedigree or
traditional markers of political lineage. While historical and familial
connections to power may provide initial credibility, they do not
automatically guarantee trust. Leaders without established political
backgrounds can still cultivate trust if they successfully demonstrate
prowess, whether through grassroots engagement, decisive leadership,
or a consistent ability to deliver on promises. This challenges
deterministic views of power by showing that political legitimacy is
not solely inherited but can also be actively earned and redefined
through sustained engagement and visible acts of leadership.

'The interplay between presence and prowess highlights the
relational and performative nature of trust, reinforcing the idea that
trust is not a static or predetermined outcome but a negotiated and
evolving process. Trust is shaped by a complex interplay of social
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interactions, historical context, and personal experience, and it remains
fluid, fragile, and subject to change based on the behaviors and
decisions of both leaders and constituents. This insight aligns with the
broader argument that trust is not simply an automatic byproduct of
political authority; rather, it is actively constructed through everyday
practices of engagement, dialogue, and collaboration.

Ultimately, this paper underscores that trust is not solely
dictated by institutions or rational calculations but is an ongoing
and contingent process deeply embedded in social relationships
and lived experiences. As demonstrated by the experiences of local
officials, community leaders, and urban poor PO members, the dual
mechanisms of presence and prowess serve as crucial dimensions of
trust-building, shaping how political actors establish and maintain
legitimacy in Philippine local politics. These findings invite further
engagement with alternative frameworks of trust that move beyond
Western paradigms and take seriously the fluid, negotiated, and
culturally situated ways in which trust is forged, challenged, and
redefined in everyday political life.

NOTES

1 I will be citing the works of Putnam (1993), Gambetta (1988), Hardin
(2002), and Fukuyama (1996) throughout this section.

2 | have known most of these local influentials since the late nineties and
have recently reconnected with them through an ongoing research
project on trust building in local politics, which began in January 2024.
Regular conversations with academics were also made possible by
a University of Chicago project on reconstructing Philippine politics,
which commenced in July 2024. Engagements with members of the
urban poor people’s organizations (POs), meanwhile, were conducted
as part of an Institute of Philippine Culture study on community voting
behavior carried out from December 2022 to March 2023.

3 Congressman Andy, a lawyer, was elected mayor of a municipality in the
province of Oriental Mindoro in 1995 at the age of 33. He also served
as vice governor and governor of the province and is in his first term
as a member of congress. The conversion of his municipality into a city
counts as one of his major accomplishments.

4 Yor Wally, a certified public accountant, was elected mayor of a
municipality in the province of Camarines Sur at the age of 28. “Yor” is
an informal truncation of the title “mayor,” which his constituents use
to express familiarity, closeness, and endearment. His political career
began in 1988 under President Corazon Aquino’s administration. He was
one of the youngest local chief executives at the time along with Mayor
Jesse Robredo of Naga City. Yor Wally retired from politics in 1995 to
take over his mother’s responsibilities as a banker. He is revered for his
simplicity and sincerity.
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10

n

12

34

Boss Richard, a former Provincial Board Member, has worked as a
community organizer and campaign manager for almost twenty
years. He ran a convenience store in his hometown before deciding to
participate in local politics. He is married to a successful entrepreneur
who also has robust political connections. He was recently elected
Rotary Club President.

Aling Mina is an entrepreneur and former president of the Barangay
Health Workers (BHW) Association in her municipality. She is considered
a “local legend” for successfully organizing women’s groups in 32
barangays. She is also regarded as a bigatin (political heavyweight) for
ensuring “landslide victories” for candidates she supports.

Atty. Bing has beenin politics for fifteen years. She served as city councilor
and ran for vice governor in her province. She is an entrepreneur, is a
member of the Integrated Bar of the Philippines Board, and has been
active in local civic organizations. She considers herself a “success story,”
having risen from humble beginnings through hard work.

Konsi Ray, a registered nurse by profession, is incumbent vice mayor of
a municipality in the province of Bulacan. He also served as councilor
for two consecutive terms. He is running for mayor in the 2025 midterm
elections.

Kuya Danny has been a longtime resident of Quezon City. He heads the
tricycle operators and drivers association in his barangay. Kuya Victor,
in turn, is a former bus driver, and community organizer. Kuya Allan, the
youngest among the three, is a vendor and pedicab driver. They are all
active members of an urban poor PO based in the city.

As part of a research team at the Institute of Philippine Culture (IPC), |
contributed to a study on community voting experiences in three urban
poor communities in Quezon City. This project, conducted in partnership
with the Ateneo School of Government and the International Center for
Innovation, Transformation, and Excellence in Governance (INCITEGov),
benefited greatly from the insights and collaboration of my colleagues:
Dr. Maria Elissa Jayme-Lao, Dr. Mary Racelis, Beatriz Beato, Carl Russel
Reyes, and Angela Desiree Aguirre, to whom | am deeply grateful.

Anthropologist and activist Mary Racelis delivered a paper on the politics
of the urban poor in a University of Chicago (Hong Kong campus)
symposium on Reconstructing Philippine Politics, 4-5 July 2024. As a
social scientist and activist, she has been at the forefront of community
advocacy work that focuses on urban housing issues and women’s rights.

Anthropologist and former journalist, Jowel Canuday’s research
advances a grounded and sophisticated understanding of prowess and
political agency. He meticulously explains its centrality and significance
while documenting continuities and discontinuities in Davao politics.
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