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To Be a Progressive in 
the Most Malevolent 
of Times

An Interview with Philippine 
Senator Risa Hontiveros



Veronica Alporha: Social 
democracy has been in the 
Philippines for decades already? 
How would you characterize its 
existence here? How do you think 
did social democracy affect the way 
that politics is being done?

Risa Hontiveros: I would say that 
social democracy has been here, 
albeit in inchoate form, at least 
since the earliest labor movement 
and the rst socialist and 
communist parties. In its potentials 
at least, social democracy has been 
existing since the turn of the 
twentieth century. But the explicit 
identication as social democratic 
and the later democratic socialist 
tradition in the Philippines started, 
at least, during the Martial Law 
period and the anti-dictatorship 
struggle.

Today, social democracy exists 
through the various political parties, 
civil society organizations, activists, 
and private individuals who 
promote social justice and 
democracy. It persists now, like 
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parties, civil society organizations, activists, and 
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schools of thought, despite vicious attack from 
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other progressive schools of 
thought, despite vicious attack from 
national and global trends of 
neoliberal globalization and the new 
wave of authoritarianism, populism, 
and strongman rule. In the strong 
authoritarian praxis of the present 
administration, many social 
democratic organizations and 
individuals are constrained to ght 
for a just and more equitable 
society. And many, despite the 
threats and dangers, still speak up 
against actions that constrict 
democratic spaces. That is why 
Nathan Quimpo's description of our  

democracy as a “contested 
democracy” resonates with me. 
This is not just a descriptive term 
but also a prescriptive one. It is a 
beautiful call to action for all 
democrats, and especially for social 
democrats, because of our 
understanding of the underpinnings 
of our underdeveloped democracy.

During the dictatorship of 
Ferdinand Marcos, the proponents 
of social democracy continued to 
develop frameworks and strategies 
that could push back against the 
repression. This was also done to 
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widen and deepen the democratic 
spaces where social democrats and 
other civic-minded Filipinos, even 
those who did not share our 
ideology, could address the roots of 
poverty and underdevelopment. 
Social democratic movements along 
with other anti-dictatorship forces 
have been able to defend 
democracy and were in fact 
victorious in ousting the dictator in 
a singular, rst instance of People 
Power in the Philippines. I would 
say that these movements changed 
political culture by making us aware 
the dangers of one-man rule and by 
reminding us that after that 
unforgettable experience, it is an 
unnished democratic project. We 
saw that we still have to widen the 
struggle for political democracy 
and, most importantly, we have to 
advance economic democracy.

Social democracy was also able to 
contribute to governance by 
improving the country's relative 
inclusivity in terms of political 
participation and empowerment.  
Social democracy also inspired the 
strengthening of local governance 
by pushing for the empowerment of 
citizens through active citizenship 
mechanisms. 

VA: You have been talking about the 
character of democracy in the 
country and we know that you have 
participated in elections multiple 
times. Can you tell us about your 
experience as a progressive leader 
who did not have the machinery of 
traditional politicians and as 
someone who only has a movement 
behind her? How would you 
describe your campaigns and how 
did you frame such campaigns 
along social democratic lines in an 
electoral politics dominated by the 
elite?

RH: I was really lucky that my own 
political community, Akbayan, went 
through the same changes in 
worldview that I had to go through
in order to undertake my various  
political tasks. Our reex regarding 
elections used to be to reject and 
even boycott it. Even in my own 
original political bloc, we were   

always focused on extra 
parliamentary work and cultural 
work. Parliamentary work was a 
poor third sphere of engagement. 
But Akbayan eventually started to 
think about the possibility of 
bringing our agenda for change into 
the parliamentary arena, as well. I 
guess a turning point also for 
Akbayan was being part of the 
movement that successfully passed 
the party-list law, which introduced 
proportional representation in 
Congress as commanded by the 
Constitution.

So, framing my own electoral work 
as a party-list nominee and now 
working in the Senate, has always 
been in terms of the Akbayan 
agenda, particularly its platform of 
governance. We admit new  
elements into that agenda through 
my legislative work, by working with 
new partners along the lines that I    
 

learned in Akbayan. And yes, ever 
since Akbayan ran in the party-list 
election, and then even when I ran 
for the Senate and won on my third 
and last try, it has been very clear to 
Akbayan and to me that we did not 
have the same political machinery 
as the traditional politicians—not a 
fraction of the resources that they 
already have, or that they can 
mobilize with their private sector 
partners, or more shadily from 
corruption in government. But 
what we had was precisely the 
party, and the social movement of 
which it is a part and from which it 
originated. That is something that 
cannot be reduced to monetary 
terms. It is a renewable resource 
that is so precious for an activist 
and a politician like me. It informs 
my legislative work and it is also a 
key muscle that I rely on in my 
electoral struggle and parliamentary 
work. 
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VA:  You have been working with 
politicians who can be 
characterized as conservatives, or 
at best centrists. I imagine that to 
be really challenging. How do you 
navigate working with them given 
your progressive positions and 
identied non-negotiables as a 
social democrat? How does a 
progressive work in a den full of 
conservatives? 

RH: Akbayan already had to start 
making calculations even when we 
were rst building the party and 
rst gearing it up for the electoral 
contest, political, and legislative 
contest. We did the same when we 
were in coalition with the Liberal 
Party in terms of governance. So, as 
one of the comrades who 
represented the party in the House 
of the Representatives, and now in 
the Senate, I brought those 
calculations along as part of my 
luggage. There are certain rules in 
the way that politics happens now.    

So, the party and I have had to 
learn those rules in order to 
navigate them. But the point of 
being a social democrat is to change 
those rules. That is why we have 
our electoral and political reform 
agenda as the rst beachhead that 
we want to make so we can create 
spaces for our economic and other 
social reform agenda. We are trying 
to bring in another set of rules. We 
want to change them. That is why 
even in our party constitution, we 
have the aspiration to shift our 
country to a parliamentary form of 
government appropriate to the 
Philippines. 

We battle within the rules of the 
current system, we have won some 
victories, we swallowed more 
defeats, but we also have this 
strategic goal of changing the rules 
of the game, to open up more 
spaces for more ideological parties 
and for the more organized citizens. 
Working in the Senate now for half  

a decade, Akbayan and I, with other 
new partners, have not wasted our 
time and space. We were able to 
pass a dozen of laws that serve the 
agenda of our organized sectors. We 
have also had many “kill bill” 
moments. We laid ourselves on the 
tracks and tried to stop an 
oncoming train from getting 
through. More often than not, we 
failed. There have been times that I 
had to vote alone against a law that 
was identied by one or two 
Akbayan sectors as unacceptable, 
and other bills as well that really 
impacted our already contested 
democracy. But I think the way 
Akbayan sized up the situation and 
made calculations about how to 
navigate spaces for compromise, 
given the current rules and our 
non-negotiables, prepared me in 
large part. There are still 
unexpected moments, but Akbayan 
never sent me empty-handed, even 
in a comparatively newer space like 
the Senate. And the party afrms 
that we are rst and always, both a 
parliamentary party and a mass 
movement party. The ways that we 
work outside and inside an 
institution have been well-
established in the past two decades.

VA: Can you give us an example of 
a landmark legislation championed 
by the progressive movement or by 
your ofce in the Senate that you 
think really changed the lives of 
Filipinos for the better?

RH: The rst thing that comes to 
mind whenever I am asked that 
question is the Expanded Maternity 
Leave Law. Until now, women and 
even men, send us messages, 
asking us questions about their 
rights under the law. Or once in a 
while, people will message us and 
tell us about how this law benetted 
them. This law brought us into the 
international standards set by the 
International Labour Organization. 
It provides the optimal environment 
both for maternal and child health. 
It supports exclusive breastfeeding 
in the rst six months of life.  

Akbayan afrms that we are rst and always, both a 
parliamentary party and a mass movement party.
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It allows ample recuperation for the 
mother and when the mother and 
baby are healthier and less sickly, 
eventually we reduce the nancial 
burden on health-related social 
services. By providing opportunities 
to the fathers to share in child-
rearing, not only do we nurture the 
bonds between the fathers and the 
babies, we also help create more 
gender equal households and 
families. 

VA: The Expanded Maternity Leave 
Law is a good example of a 
progressive legislation because it 
addresses intersecting rights and 
interests like women's rights, 
worker's rights, and the rights of the 
child. But how did you build 
coalitions when you were pushing 
for this law and where did the 
challenges come from? 

RH: As in all the bills and laws 
related to women, the true heroes 
were we women ourselves. There 
were women in civil society, 
primarily labor, and women in 
government institutions. Many of 
the government agencies at the 
hearing up to the plenary were 
represented by women. And then 
from the private sector, we also had 
more women speaking up for each 
other beyond the objections of the 
business community. And the 
organizations that were most active 
were, of course, the unions, and the 
care workers—obstetricians, 
gynecologists, pediatricians, and 
psychologists. There were 
successful lobbying efforts, and I 
remember that there were a few 
ringers being thrown into the 
process, so we really had to 
negotiate on the side. One of the 
last issues was about computation 
and compensation benets due to 
the lack of funds. These are the 
usual problems cited by the 
Department of Finance and the 
Social Security System. But in the 
end, the lobbying efforts were 
successful, both in the Senate and 
in the Lower House. 

VA: The Expanded Maternity Leave 
Law was obviously a feminist 
legislation. It exhibited women's 
solidarity across sectors, and I think 
it can be considered a feminist 
victory in national politics. How is it 
like to be a feminist in the 
Philippine Senate?

RH: Being a social democrat who is 
a feminist and vice versa, is an 
advantage for me in terms of giving 
me the tools to maximize what 
could be the gains in terms of the 
people's agenda in any particular 
bill. The committee hearings are an 
opportunity for me to expand the 
original draft of any bill, not just the 
ones I led, but also the ones led 
by my colleagues that I had the 
chance to interpellate. If a bill 
begins as an economic bill, I will try 
to insert social democratic 
characteristics in it and blunt those 
that are anti-social democratic and 
overly neoliberal. In women's bills 
and in LGBTQIA bills, I also make 
it a point to look for the social 
democratic implications or 
requirements. Nothing is solely 
economic or solely sociocultural or  

solely political, we want to esh it 
out in all its aspects. It has been an 
amazing learning experience given 
by Akbayan and our movement for 
me to use, to validate, to improve 
and to bring back to the body of 
knowledge and praxis of the party 
in terms of our parliamentary work.

VA: What do you think are the 
lessons that we can learn in your 
struggle as a social democrat in 
policy making and legislation? 
Based on your experience, is there 
a potential for the younger 
generation to gravitate towards 
social democracy?

RH: Yes. As a social democrat and I 
guess this is also true for any 
ideological group, it is easier to 
push for legislative agenda if you 
have an allied executive, if you have 
a balanced judiciary, and if you have 
bailiwicks and centers of power on 
the ground. But social democrats in 
opposition, especially with this kind 
of administration that is so 
malevolent to the point that what it 
cannot buy it tries to intimidate, 
what it cannot intimidate, it tries to 
buy, can be very tough. 

Social democrats in opposition, especially with this 
kind of administration that is so malevolent to the 
point that what it cannot buy it tries to intimidate, 
what it cannot intimidate, it tries to buy, can be 
very tough.
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But we do the best we can and we 
also gain lessons for when we get 
back into power or forge coalition 
governments, or eventually lead 
them. We have to remember that 
there is power in numbers. Always 
try to cobble together a majority. 
Keep on engaging with 
stakeholders, especially at the 
grassroots. And this is true, not just 
for legislative work, but also for 
political work. Mass media's role in 
information dissemination is of 
utmost importance, especially in 
times of crisis and especially that 
mass media itself has been 
assaulted as an institution. Then 
there's social media, an original 
democratic space that has been 
subjected to the lascivious eyes of 
the administration but was also 
instrumentalized now by the same. 
Lastly, we should never waiver in 
our belief for a more just and 
equitable country. 

This is why we can always draw 
more young people into the social 
democratic movement. There is a 
huge potential still untapped. We 
have to be a pole around which 
young people will gravitate. 
Information is so easy to obtain 
nowadays. Learning about singular 
injustice or patterns of injustices on 
the internet compels young people 
to do something rather than do 
nothing. Young people care and this 
has been true for every generation. 
A decade ago, it was fashionable for 
observers to say that young people 
did not care, did not know and did 
not understand. I disagree. I think 
each generation has a different way, 
idiom, and language. As social 
democrats, we need to reconnect, 
to have that dialogue so we can also 
have, not just a multiclass, not just 
a multisectoral, not just a multi-
identity, but also a 

  

multigenerational social democratic 
movement. If social democratic 
parties and movements like us can 
encourage and hone that natural 
impulse of caring among young 
people rather than dismiss them, 
then there is more chance for 
young people to engage. Why 
should they want to be with us if we 
don't value them as equals? 

VA: If you have a message for the 
youth of today whose energy you 
think we can tap for social 
democracy and the progressive 
movement, what would it be? How 
would you call on to them at this 
time?

RH: I would have wanted to call on 
to them the way Arundhati Roy 
called on all of us at the beginning 
of this pandemic. By telling them 
that the pandemic is a portal. Since 
we are in this space and time, and 
the pandemic has become a “super 
context” for everything, she asked 
us, are we going to drag the 
carcasses of our old lifeways heavily 
across the threshold or will we 
travel light and bravely? And step 
across that threshold and build a 
new world? 

People are talking about a new 
normal, but in designing that 
future, I would like to hear from the 
youth. What do you think should 
the new and better normal look 
like? I think it should be informed 
by young people's ideas and 
inspirations. How should health be 
like for every human being on the 
planet in that new time and space? 
How should the economy be like? 
And what should democracy look 
like when we step across the 
threshold? I am condent that 
when young people design what 
democracy will look like in the new 
time and space, social democracy 
will contribute so much, that it will 
have a pride of place there. So, I 
know that our struggles now are 
worth it. 

I am condent that when young people design what 
democracy will look like in the new time and space, 
social democracy will contribute so much, that it 
will have a pride of place there.
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