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Abstract

This article examines the relationship between democratic backsliding and academic freedom in 
the Philippines, a weakly consolidated democracy now classified as a hybrid regime. While scholar-
ship on democratic backsliding has expanded, its implications for universities and knowledge 
production remain underexplored. Drawing on original data on academic freedom violations, 
complemented by interviews and public forums across Manila, Cebu, Baguio and Iligan, the study 
employs process tracing to identify causal mechanisms linking democratic backsliding to con-
straints on academic freedom. Three case studies highlight distinct dynamics: the Rodrigo Duterte 
administration’s “war on drugs”, which primarily targeted the press rather than scholars; the 
intensification of the counterinsurgency against the communist rebellion, which institutionalised 
red-tagging and securitisation in the education sector; and the Marcos family’s political resto-
ration, which relied on coercive historical revisionism and censorship. The findings demonstrate 
that academic freedom is most vulnerable where epistemic authority threatens regime legitimacy, 
particularly in contexts of truth claims about state violence and historical memory. At the same 
time, this study documents solidarity – through faculty unions, student organisations, and aca-
demic freedom networks – that have sought to raise the cost of repression. The Philippine case 
offers broader comparative insight into how democratic backsliding reshapes universities and 
the academic sector as sites of contestation, provoking specific forms of resistance.

Keywords: Philippines, academic freedom, democratic backsliding, hybrid regimes, weak democracy 

Scholarly enquiry, teaching and public outreach require freedom. As the quality 
of democracy declines, political freedoms and civil liberties are likewise ex-
pected to increasingly face constraints. How does democratic backsliding affect 
academic freedom? The Philippine case presents an empirical puzzle. Based on 
available assessments of democratic quality and academic freedom, both have 
eroded but there has been a sharper decline in the latter over the past two years. 

Sol Iglesias, Department of Political Science, University of the Philippines Diliman, Quezon City, Philip-
pines; sriglesias@up.edu.ph. The author thanks Gerald John Guillermo and Jeselle Laguna for their assis-
tance with this research. The study was partially funded by Scholars At Risk and the Southeast Asian 
Coalition for Academic Freedom.
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Moreover, I found that democratic backsliding had been associated with three 
contested socio-political issues in the Philippines: the national “war on drugs”; 
the counter-insurgency against the armed communist rebellion; and the elec-
tion of President Ferdinand Marcos Jr, son and namesake of the ousted dictator. 

However, attacks on academic freedom have been more clearly evident in 
relation to the latter two issues. Under conditions of democratic backsliding, 
I argue, academic freedom is more vulnerable when it concerns areas in which 
the truth itself is at issue. Because scholars remain important arbiters of facts, 
they are more likely to be targeted if the ideas, narratives and legitimacy de-
rived from these are at stake. 

Democratic backsliding refers to the gradual state-led weakening or elimina-
tion of the political institutions that sustain an existing democracy, as opposed 
to an abrupt democratic collapse  (Bermeo 2016: 5–10). Crucially, resistance 
to democratic backsliding is impaired in countries that possess weak democra-
cy from the outset (Laebens / Luhrmann 2021: 913–914, Wunsch / Blanchard 
2022). The Philippines has experienced democratic backsliding since around 
the midterm elections in 2019. Moreover, the transition of the Philippines into 
an illiberal hybrid regime, in which elections remain the pathway to power and 
somewhat competitive, was achieved through the polarising populist strategies 
of Rodrigo Duterte, who “astutely tapped into widespread public disaffection 
over soaring crime rates and persistent corruption” (Diamond 2020: 37; Levit-
sky / Way 2020: 52–53, 59). I have argued elsewhere that the mass violence of 
the drug war led to democratic backsliding and produced a substantive change 
in liberal democratic qualities earlier than estimated by the consensus focused 
on electoral competitiveness (Iglesias 2024).

The UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education considers academic 
freedom to include four pillars: “(1) the right to teach; (2) the right to engage 
in discussions and debates with persons and groups inside (including in class-
rooms) and outside the academic community; (3) the right to conduct research; 
and, (4) the right to disseminate opinions and the results of research both intra-
murally and extramurally.”1 Historically, in the Philippines, academic freedom 
developed in the struggle for institutional autonomy from Church influence 
(Ordoñez 1957: 35–38, Lopez 1957: 187) and state control (De Joya 2016: 14–
15, Palma 1957: 143–144, 151) during the post-independence period; through 
free expression during the Cold War (Teodoro 2019); and in protests, social 
revolution and democratic resistance during the Marcos dictatorship (Guillermo 
2021).

How has democratic backsliding weakened academic freedom in the country? 
I find that democratic backsliding constrains academic freedom because of 
scholars’ role in epistemic arbitration. I have also found that university facul-

1	 UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right to education, Farida Shaheed, 
27 June 2024, https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/56/58 (accessed 5 April 2025).
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ties, academic unions and other associations and networks are provoked by 
repression to resist democratic backsliding. I analyse episodes of democratic 
backsliding as well as novel data on academic freedom violations and threats. 
This allows me to make more precise connections between broad but disag-
gregated tendencies of democratic erosion and incidents of specific attacks on 
academic freedom. This study aims to contribute to an understanding of demo-
cratic backsliding and academic risk in hybrid regimes like the Philippines. I 
also seek to explain how scholars in the Philippines resist democratic back-
sliding.

Literature review

Democratic backsliding differs from more abrupt processes of democratic col-
lapse. Bermeo defines it as the state-led debilitation or elimination of any of 
the political institutions that sustain an existing democracy (Bermeo 2016: 
5–10). Elected executives weaken checks on their power one by one, under-
taking a series of institutional changes that constrain opposition and dissent 
(Levitsky / Ziblatt 2018: 75–77, 94–96). Crucial to this process is the attack 
on the norms or “soft” rules of democracy first, such as basic respect for politi-
cal opposition, thereby occluding moves toward authoritarianism (Waldner / 
Lust 2018: 95). On the other hand, the ambiguity of democratic backsliding 
leaves room for resistance (Laebens / Luhrmann 2021: 921). 

Scholars tend to emphasise the loss of electoral competitiveness in measuring 
democratic backsliding: see, for instance, Little and Meng (2024). It is impor-
tant, however, to differentiate between the breakdown of electoral contesta-
tion and the erosion of the liberal components of democracies in which the 
electoral core is not immediately targeted (Andersen 2019). Similarly, Svolik 
(2019: 21–22) finds that populists exploit political polarisation so that voters 
become willing to trade democracy for the promotion or protection of their 
partisan interests, facilitating democratic backsliding without impinging on elec-
toral competitiveness itself. Moreover, attacks against civil liberties may be a 
pathway distinct from either polarisation or democratic backsliding (Coppedge 
2017: 5).

Examining the impact of democratic backsliding on academic freedom is a 
relatively new line of enquiry. A decline in the quality of democracy may be 
expected to track with controls over academic freedom. Ginsburg (2022) finds 
that democratic backsliding affects institutional autonomy as a dimension of 
academic freedom. Still, the question of the relationship between democratic 
backsliding and academic freedom, as well as the direction of any causal rela-
tionship, remains unsettled. 
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This research seeks to uncover specific forms of academic freedom that may 
be directly linked to democratic backsliding, from the initial premise that the 
process of democratic backsliding constrains academic freedom. Full authori-
tarian regimes are unlikely to be sensitive to academic freedom arguments nor 
would legal measures be expected to have any meaningful protection or redress 
for violations. This is not the case with consolidated democracies, democra-
cies that are backsliding or even hybrid regimes that retain some democratic 
freedoms (Ginsburg 2022: 240). Moreover, democracies that are weak at the 
onset of backsliding would be expected to have an impaired capacity to resist 
it (Laebens / Luhrmann 2021: 913–914). This logic could be extended to the 
ability of the academe to similarly resist backsliding effects during a decline in 
democratic quality, whether through protest or other forms of mobilisation. 
There is some evidence that overall, academic freedom in the world’s democra-
cies has been remarkably resilient despite autocratisation since 2000 (Lott et 
al. 2025: 11). 

Examining democratic backsliding in a country that is a weak democracy 
at the outset would thus add to the growing scholarship on academic freedom 
globally (Spannagel / Kinzelbach 2023, Gueorguiev 2023). The Philippine case 
is especially pertinent comparatively when one investigates the effect of demo-
cratic backsliding from an initially weak democratic consolidation. Moreover, 
in their global study of the determinants of academic resilience amid demo-
cratic backsliding, Lott et al. (2025: 2,6) find the Philippines among the cases 
in which the academe demonstrates resilience. Meanwhile, Pernia and Radia-
moda (2023) have found a positive linear relationship between the level of 
academic freedom and liberal democracy globally (using the Philippines as an 
illustrative case study), demonstrating the potential causal relationship in the 
opposite direction. This present study shifts the lens toward the emergence of 
constraints on academic freedom under conditions of democratic backsliding. 
I use a process-oriented account that deepens the case of the Philippines to 
analyse the forms, timing and intensity of incursions into academic freedom 
during episodes of democratic backsliding.

Research design

The relationship between democratic backsliding and academic freedom has 
only recently emerged as a field of enquiry, but it is particularly salient in 
backsliding democracies that begin from weak consolidation. Backsliding is 
expected to erode the institutional and normative safeguards that normally 
protect scholars and universities, exposing them to coercion, censorship or 
delegitimisation. At the same time, because universities are key sites for the 
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production and contestation of knowledge, academic freedom is debilitated under 
democratic backsliding processes. These theoretical expectations are tested em-
pirically in this study. I examine how democratic backsliding has narrowed civic 
and intellectual spaces in ways that directly implicate academic freedom. Greater 
vulnerability is evidenced in incidents in which universities, academics and stu-
dents directly play the role of epistemic arbiter. Repression in the academic sector 
also tends to provoke resistance from organised groups among faculty, staff 
and students, as well as the university itself.

Democratic backsliding and academic freedom 

I adopt Bermeo’s definition of democratic backsliding as the debilitation or 
erosion of the quality of democracy without an outright collapse into authori-
tarian rule. Executive aggrandisement occurs without change in leadership, 
typically, and occurs incrementally (Bermeo 2016). Like Levitsky and Ziblatt 
(2018), I define democratic backsliding here as a situation in which illiberal 
but freely elected leaders may: 1) target the legislature and the judiciary to dis-
rupt horizontal accountability, weakening checks and balances; 2) constrain 
vertical accountability to voters and the general public; and 3) impede diagonal 
accountability (Laebens / Luhrmann 2021) towards civil society and the media. 
I use the term democratic backsliding interchangeably with the terms autocra­
tisation (Lührmann / Lindberg 2019: 1099), from an initial point of democracy, 
and democratic erosion (Levitsky / Ziblatt 2018).  

Operationally, this study refers to the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) and 
Democratic Erosion and Events Dataset (DEED) as independent sources of 
trends and episodes, respectively, of democratic backsliding.2 Episode-based 
documentation, such as DEED, allows us to document and evaluate events 
that cause or constitute democratic backsliding, including those that threaten 
but do not fundamentally change democratic institutions (Baron et al. 2024: 
209). DEED identifies unique events as “symptoms” of democratic erosion (as 
well as related ones, categorised as precursors, resistance and destabilising events) 
across 143 countries from 2000 to 2023 (Gottlieb et al. 2023). DEED covers 
democracies based on the V-Dem liberal democracy index if a country received 
a lower score in year t than in year t-1(t minus one), implying that the inci-
dents are contributing factors or potential causes of the observed erosion. Unlike 
DEED, the V-Dem report captures change over a ten-year period (the LIBDEM 
difference at year t from year t-10), seeking to integrate both gradual and sudden 
changes, on the condition that the absolute value of the LIBDEM change is 
greater than 0.05 (Luhrmann et al. 2020: 11). 

2	 See Varieties of Democracy Project for indexed data on democracy and autocracy scores as well as their 
Academic Freedom Index (Coppedge et al. 2025); see also Gottlieb et al. 2023. Both the V-Dem index and 
the DEED dataset of incidents are coded and compiled by experts.
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This study investigates the impact of democratic backsliding on academic 
freedom in the Philippines. Academic freedom here refers to the freedoms to 
teach, engage in discussions and debates intramurally and extramurally, and 
conduct research, as well as to institutional autonomy or the ability of univer-
sities to independently govern themselves with regard to such matters as cur-
riculum, staffing and fiscal autonomy (Kinzelbach 2020: 13–14). Given how 
academic freedom development in the Philippines has historically been rooted 
in political contestation, I also draw on the spirit of Nemenzo’s (1977) defini-
tion of academic freedom as protection and freedom for scholars to engage in 
social criticism that outrages and imperils the interests of those in political 
power. These scholars are situated in epistemic institutions that act as arbiters 
of truth in society amid the media and the state (Ginsburg 2022: 239). 

I collected data on academic freedom incidents from 1 January 2021 to 31 
December 2025. This novel dataset gathers information on incidents of aca-
demic freedom violations or risks, adapting the Scholars at Risk (SAR) definitions 
for the following categories: killings / violence / disappearances, wrongful im-
prisonment, wrongful prosecution and travel restrictions and loss of position 
(Scholars at Risk n. d.). However, in monitoring academic freedom incidents 
in the Philippines, I discovered the necessity to add new categories that did not 
quite fit the SAR categories, in order to diversify what would have ended up 
as a large volume of incidents classified merely as “others.” 

Therefore, this study adds the following categories, which the I found to be 
relevant to the Philippines during a pilot study in collaboration with SAR and 
subsequent monitoring: historical revisionism/distortion, red-tagging, campus 
entry / infringement and harassment (Iglesias 2025). Historical revisionism or 
distortion refers to incidents in which the historical truth regarding the Marcos 
dictatorship is ameliorated through conjecture alone or is occluded, typically 
in the form of attacks on academic work on the time period or against historians 
themselves. Red-tagging refers to the vilification of individuals or groups as 
communists, implicating them in the on-going armed insurgency without evi-
dence, as well as implying that they are legitimate targets of counter-insurgency. 
Campus integrity infringement, adapted from the Academic Freedom Index 
(AFI), is defined as a deliberate, externally induced climate of insecurity or 
intimidation on campus in both physical spaces and digital environments 
(Spannagel / Kinzelbach 2023). Harassment refers to coercion, threats or in-
timidation targeting university faculty, staff and students outside the campus 
or institutional online spaces. Each incident was recorded in the dataset with 
details including date, type of attack, subject, institutions / persons targeted 
and sources from news reports and organisation statements. Each entry and 
categorisation is evaluated by at least two researchers (myself included) to 
determine whether an incident should be included or excluded in the dataset, 
or whether additional information is needed.
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Qualitative information was gathered through four public panel discussions 
in key cities across the country’s major island groups of Luzon, Visayas and 
Mindanao, specifically in Iligan, Cebu, Baguio (online hybrid) and the capital 
city Metro Manila (online hybrid). Four key informant interviews were con-
ducted during fieldwork in Cebu and Baguio of purposively selected inter-
viewees (two faculty members, who are also academic union leaders, and two 
student leaders). Each interview lasted about an hour and student informants 
were anonymised due to their relative vulnerability and higher risk than the 
faculty respondents. The interviews offered richer detail for selected incidents 
mentioned in the panels. 

However, I acknowledge that this small sample of interviews provides only 
limited support for broad claims about faculty and student sentiment and should 
only be taken in the context of those specific incidents – as illustrative rather 
than representative. The fieldwork in this study offers insight into academic 
freedom concerns across the country and is more representative of smaller 
institutions’ concerns than mere reliance on desk research based on newspaper 
reporting and public statements. Finally, because the academic freedom inci-
dents dataset was limited to a five-year period, an explanation of the presence 
of historical revisionism, the high incidence of red-tagging, and the rarity of 
direct attacks related to the drug war required greater contextualisation through 
process tracing – dating back to the start of the Duterte presidency in 2016, 
when the quality of democracy began to suffer palpably.

Process tracing 

This study employs process tracing to link the broad trajectory of democratic 
backsliding in the Philippines to concrete violations of academic freedom dur-
ing the period from 2016 to 2025. Beach (2022) explains process tracing as a 
method for investigating how causal processes actually work in individual cases, 
by identifying and empirically testing observable manifestations of theorised 
mechanisms that connect causes to outcomes. Using DEED data, I identified 
three sources of democratic backsliding in the Philippines: 1) the Duterte ad-
ministration’s drug war; 2) the ongoing communist insurgency; and 3) the 2022 
election of President Ferdinand Marcos Jr.

The method examines whether a hypothesised cause leads along a path to 
the outcome of interest, producing an event history that reflects both the theo-
rised and empirical narrative (Beach / Pedersen 2022: 70–73, Waldner 2015). 
In this study, the general causal model is drawn from the literature on demo-
cratic backsliding and academic freedom, which posits that incumbents in hybrid 
regimes employ both coercive and discursive tools to narrow (without oblite-
rating) civic and intellectual space. This model is substantiated by examining 
Philippine backsliding episodes identified in the DEED and by international 
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democracy monitors that characterise the Philippines as undergoing democratic 
backsliding into a hybrid regime (Diamond 2020, Alizada et al. 2021, Levitsky / 
Way 2020, Lührmann et al. 2020). I evaluate whether hypothesised causal mecha-
nisms linking backsliding processes to academic freedom violations in the data-
set are supported or unconfirmed. I focus on whether the observable traces of 
each mechanism can be plausibly connected to regime strategies of backsliding.

In sum, process tracing allows this study to move beyond correlational find-
ings such as the positive relationship between academic freedom and liberal 
democracy (Pernia / Radiamoda 2023) to re-evaluate the causal direction and 
how democratic backsliding in a hybrid regime context generates observable 
threats to academic freedom. This methodological approach enables the iden-
tification of mechanisms by which illiberal incumbents translate their political 
projects into concrete violations of academic freedom in the Philippines. The 
method produces case studies that capture how academic freedom is constrained 
and how repression is resisted.

Findings

The Philippines has been experiencing democratic backsliding since the Duterte 
regime (2016–2022), although the backsliding has slowed under the Marcos 
Jr government (2022 to date). The Philippines furthermore can be considered 
a hybrid regime: illiberal despite regular elections. Several scholars and demo
cracy monitors concur that the Philippines is experiencing democratic back-
sliding, eroding from a weak democratic starting point into a hybrid regime. 
The V-Dem annual reports consider the Philippines an autocratising regime, 
one that slipped down to the rank of electoral autocracy in 2019 (Lührmann et 
al. 2020: 26). Similarly, the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 
Assistance (International IDEA) report on democracy considers the Philippines 
as a backsliding democracy that experiences autocratisation from a position 
of relative democratic weakness (International IDEA 2021). This is corrobo-
rated by Levitsky and Way’s assessment that the Philippines is among “new” 
competitive authoritarian regimes, illiberal but with somewhat free elections 
(Levitsky / Way 2020: 52–53, 59). 

Executive aggrandisement and democratic erosion began under Duterte, 
mainly pertaining to constraints on horizontal accountability or on the checks 
and balances of the legislature and judiciary vis-à-vis the executive. Within 
half a year of Duterte’s election as president, he called for a constituent assem-
bly to amend the 1987 Constitution to initiate a shift from a unitary-presidential 
government to a federal-parliamentary one (Reuters 2016). The political im-
plication of the constitutional change, however, was the possible lifting of the 
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term limits in place – the president, for instance, is restricted to a single, six-year 
term while legislators and local officials are limited to two or three consecutive 
terms. Other signs of democratic backsliding included Duterte’s appointment 
of 13 out of 15 Supreme Court justices (Ibarra 2020). Duterte imposed martial 
law for almost 30 months across Mindanao, where the country’s Muslim mi-
nority is concentrated (Nawal et al. 2017). Moreover, Duterte won control of 
the Senate and maintained control of the House of Representatives, diminishing 
– if not eliminating, as backsliding monitors remarked – the legislature’s ability 
to check his actions (Gutierrez 2019). 

Duterte’s drug war was evaluated as a precursor or early warning in the 
DEED data, with monitors noting that President Duterte used the military and 
police to carry out more than 12,000 extrajudicial killings during his first 18 
months as president (Human Rights Watch n. d.). Monitors link the drug war 
to attacks upon, and failures in, horizontal accountability. Former Senator 
Leila de Lima, a vocal critic of President Duterte, was jailed in 2017 on fabri-
cated charges of drug crime-related corruption. She was finally released in 
2023 and acquitted of all charges the following year. De Lima had initiated a 
Senate investigation into Duterte’s drug war as well as the death squad linked 
to Duterte in Davao, where he was a long-time mayor before the presidency 
(Santos 2017). Democratic erosion evaluators also flagged President Duterte’s 
withdrawal of the Philippines from the International Criminal Court (ICC) due 
to the ICC investigation into the drug war (Nebehay 2020). Several attacks 
against the media were registered in the database. For instance, the dataset 
covers incidents in relation to the cyber libel conviction and other media re-
pression events related to Nobel Prize co-recipient Maria Ressa of the news 
outlet Rappler, which DEED monitors noted was known for its extensive cov-
erage of Duterte’s “war on drugs” (Griffiths 2020). Monitors counted the first 
major anti-“war on drugs” protests after the killing of teenager Kian delos 
Santos as an act of resistance against democratic backsliding.

Meanwhile, the continuing communist insurgency and the state’s repressive 
response was another area covered in DEED. Monitors noted as a democratic 
erosion precursor that attacks on the New People’s Army (NPA), the armed 
wing of the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP), rose from 60 in 2016 
to 260 and 281 in 2017 and 2018, respectively (International Christian Con-
cern 2018). There had been a renewed peace process when Duterte first took 
office, even appointing three cabinet secretaries from radical left-wing groups. 
However, peace negotiations collapsed and the state embarked upon a violent 
campaign against armed communist insurgents as well as political activists. 
Monitors considered as repression of the opposition the fact that the Department 
of Justice petitioned the Supreme Court to declare 649 individuals – including 
the party list chair of Bayan Muna (Nation First) and human rights groups – to 
be members of the CPP-NPA, effectively designating them as terrorists (Cepeda 
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2018). The dataset included the subsequent legislation of the Anti-Terrorism 
Law (ATL) of 2020 as a symptom of democratic backsliding. The ATL allows 
the government to order arbitrary arrests and lengthy detention without trial 
for suspected terrorists, thereby curtailing civil liberties. Agencies involved 
include the National Security Council’s National Task Force to End Local 
Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC), which has been carrying out a 
long-running repression campaign against activists and opposition parties 
that operate legally, accusing them of being supporters of the NPA (Human 
Rights Watch). 

Finally, the DEED logged the election of President Marcos in 2022 as a 
precursor to democratic backsliding – likely due to his illiberal tendencies 
even prior to winning. He was not only the ousted dictator’s son but also 
Duterte’s ally (Reuters 2022). Marcos and his running mate Sara Duterte, 
daughter of Rodrigo Duterte, won as president and vice president with huge 
margins, as surveys predicted. Meanwhile, monitors documented earlier pro-
tests against Duterte’s approval of a hero’s burial for the late dictator, Ferdinand 
Marcos Sr, as resistance to backsliding (Makalintal 2018).

According to AFI data, ex
cept for the period from 
1971 to 1985 (mainly the 
period of the Marcos dic
tatorship), the Philippines 
is estimated to have en-
joyed a measure of acade
mic freedom higher than 
the global average since 
its independence (Cop-
pedge et al. 2025). Demo
cratic quality and acade-
mic freedom scores have 
similar shapes over time, 
although academic free-
dom registers at a higher 

level. In the post-dictatorship period since 1986, the liberal democratic quality 
has generally been poor but sustained. The Philippines has undergone demo-
cratic backsliding from 2019 onwards although it slowed from 2022 to 2025 
under president Ferdinand Marcos Jr (see Figure 1). However, backsliding in 
academic freedom becomes particularly strong in 2020 and accelerates sharply 
from 2023 to 2025.

My data (see Figure 2) show that academic freedom violations include red-
tagging, harassment and campus incursions. These are mainly linked to the 
counter-insurgency and the communist rebellion. Historical distortion and revi-

Figure 1: Academic Freedom and Liberal Democracy Scores           	
              1900 to 2025, Philippines

Source: Varieties of Democracy Project (Coppedge et al. 2025)
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sionism regarding the Marcos dictatorship is a specific area of academic freedom 
risk. There is a high concentration of violations across categories introduced 
by this research in addition to the SAR categories, reflecting the importance of 
localisation in data collection on academic freedom.

There were few violations explicitly linked to the drug war, which could have 
been partly due to the change in priorities from the drug war, which was largely 
over by 2017, to the communist insurgency, which intensified from the 2018 
collapse of the peace process and remains unresolved to this day. In 2025, 
academic freedom incidents spiked compared to previous years after a major 
corruption exposé sparked widespread protests. More detailed case studies 
are presented in the following section.

Discussion

Through process tracing, mechanisms through which democratic backsliding 
constrains academic freedom can be identified. At the national level, for in-
stance, red-tagging and legal repression generate a chilling effect, delegitimising 
progressives and silencing unionists. Locally, constraints on institutional auto
nomy, such as interference by police and local politicians, undermine campus 
autonomy and prompt self-censorship. Together, these mechanisms form a 
coherent causal chain: democratic backsliding not only shrinks electoral or 
institutional space but also directly constrains institutional autonomy, curtails 
intramural and extramural freedom, and represses social criticism. The effect 
of three backsliding mechanisms on academic freedom are detailed as case 
studies in this section: the drug war, the communist insurgency, and the Marcos 
Jr campaign and election. Evidence of resistance is also documented and ex-
plained.

Figure 2: Incidents of academic freedom violations or risks by type, 	
	  Philippines 2021–2025

Source: compiled by the author
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The drug war’s indirect chilling effect

The Philippine “war on drugs” under former President Duterte created one of 
the most visible and violent manifestations of democratic backsliding in the 
post-2016 period. Launched through the Philippine National Police’s Operation 
Plan Double Barrel in July 2016, the campaign quickly escalated into a large-
scale coercive project, with police and vigilantes carrying out thousands of 
killings of alleged drug suspects. Estimates range widely, with police acknowl-
edging over 6,200 deaths while the ICC Prosecutor contends that as many as 
30,000 people may have been killed. Yet, despite the scale of the violence and 
the international opprobrium it generated, the drug war produced relatively 
minimal direct pressure on the Philippine academe. Faculty and students were 
demobilised in some settings, but direct attacks against university personnel 
were rare, occurring only if their expertise had a bearing on specific contro-
versies related to the drug war. 

For instance, academic union leader and current University of the Philip-
pines (UP) Faculty Regent Early Sol Gadong recalls that a “chilling effect” 
permeated in UP Visayas as people feared for their lives due to violent repres-
sion; in the university, people were “wary how their actions may affect their 
career, regularisation, tenure in the university.”3 Moreover, she articulates this 
as an indirect effect: “Dahil may some sort of takot na ma-associate din sa 
union, na-ka-carry over ito” (“Because there was a fear of being associated 
with the union, it carried over”) to how people would voice their thoughts 
and ideas involving the administration.4 This suggests that academics became 
more cautious about visible political participation, even if their core teaching 
and research were not directly threatened.

More telling is the fact that epistemic authority over the drug war narrative 
was held not by universities but rather by the press. The dataset of the DEED 
records concentrated repression against journalists and mass media outlets rather 
than against academics. Print, broadcast and online media – Rappler, the Philip­
pine Daily Inquirer, ABS-CBN and others – became the main institutions docu-
menting the human costs of the killings. These organisations were also the tar-
gets of harassment, lawsuits and regulatory shutdowns, precisely because they 
were shaping public dissent over state violence. Academic researchers, by 
contrast, occupied a less public role. Projects such as the Drug Archive at the 
Ateneo de Manila University (David et al. 2018) or the UP Dahas (Violence) 
Project (Limpin / Siringan 2019) collated reports of killings and analysed the 
campaign. Yet this did not provoke the same systematic repression as investi-
gative journalism. This relative insulation illustrates the fact that the Duterte 
government may not have perceived the academe as a central arbiter of truth, 
facts or perception in the public contest over the drug war’s legitimacy.

3	 Interview with Early Sol Gadong by author, Cebu City, 18 October 2024.
4	 Interview with Early Sol Gadong by author, Cebu City, 18 October 2024.
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There are, however, important exceptions that highlight the boundaries of 
this distinction. UP professor and forensic pathologist Dr Raquel Fortun, who 
examined the bodies of teenagers killed in police operations, such as Kian delos 
Santos in 2017 and Jemboy Baltazar in 2023, was visited by police officers 
demanding her autopsy reports. In response, she publicly disclosed these visits 
on social media, framing the act of disclosure itself as a form of protection, as 
an appeal to the public (Bolledo 2023). Fortun’s experience demonstrates how 
academics could come under pressure when their professional expertise di-
rectly intersected with the evidentiary foundations of state violence, possibly 
exposing specific perpetrators. Other academics conducting research on the 
anti-crime campaign did not face such direct intimidation.

The Duterte administration sought to delegitimise, intimidate and silence 
those actors most capable of shaping public outrage over mass killings. In 
practice, this meant targeting journalists and mass media outlets rather than 
scholars. Academic researchers documenting the violence contributed valuable 
data – possibly as a form of resistance to democratic backsliding. However, 
their work circulated primarily in specialised venues and did not mobilise public 
dissent in the same way as television footage or photojournalism. The chilling 
effect within universities was real but secondary, manifesting more in the de-
mobilisation of faculty from street protests than in direct restrictions on teaching 
or research.

Red-tagging and securitisation in education

The collapse in 2017 of peace talks between the Duterte administration and 
the National Democratic Front of the Philippines (NDFP), the negotiating arm 
of the CPP-NPA, marked a turning point in the government’s approach to dissent. 
The creation of the NTF-ELCAC institutionalised “red-tagging” as a central 
counterinsurgency tactic. While this vilification campaign extended to a wide 
array of regime opponents, it was particularly pernicious in the academe, where 
universities were cast as alleged recruitment centres for the insurgency.

Interviews corroborate the effects of heightened securitisation in the education 
sector, which had already been intense during the Duterte administration. UP 
Cebu faculty member Noe Santillan recounted being harassed by plainclothes 
police because of his visible participation in rallies, even narrowly escaping what 
he believed could have been a forced disappearance. Santillan recounts that on 
9 September 2019, he was stopped in a public area of Toledo City by a plain-
clothes officer because he was wearing a “mao cap”, a communist symbol. The 
officer refused to give his name and would not allow Santillan to take his photo, 
but insisted that Santillan go with him to the police station. Santillan refused 
to go without guarantees or witnesses, and after some time was able to extri-
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cate himself. He maintains that the reason he was targeted was because he was 
visible in public for his political activism: “Kita sa TV, su(m)ulat ng op-ed article, 
interview sa radyo, feature sa newspaper” (“I was visible on TV, I wrote news-
paper op-ed articles, interviewed on the radio, featured in a newspaper”).5 He 
disagrees with university administrators who claim that freedom of expression 
is different from academic freedom, summing it up thus: academic freedom is 
violated “kung tatakutin mo ako dahil nagsasalita ako sa rally” (“if I am har-
assed because I spoke at a rally”).6 

Students were especially vulnerable. In Cebu, a student leader (who requested 
to remain anonymous) described repeated instances of harassment during campus 
and community activities, including police surveillance of medical missions and 
confiscation of phones during forums.7 In Baguio, suspicions of a student intel-
ligence network tied to the Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC) deepened 
the atmosphere of fear, as informants openly monitored organisations and re-
layed information to authorities.8 Posters and leaflets labelling student leaders 
as NPA recruits circulated in several universities, while Armed Forces of the 
Philippines  (AFP) spokesman Lt Gen. Antonio Parlade publicly branded en-
tire schools as “communist recruitment havens” (Mangosing 2021).

The repression extended to indigenous education: lumad is a term to po-
litically distinguish indigenous people in Mindanao from the predominantly 
Muslim, moro people. Since 2008, the military has been mandated to protect 
private mining projects in Mindanao, a situation that has escalated violence 
and contestation over lumad land in mining areas. Moreover, lumad schools 
face closure, raids and displacement, while teachers and students are vulnerable 
to red-tagging. 

In 2019, Mindanao State University-Iligan Institute of Technology sociolo-
gist Arnold Alamon was targeted for conducting a research project and inter-
ventions to protect human rights defenders and empower lumad communities, 
and for authoring books on the lumad that included documented killings of 
lumad leaders (Network in Defense of Historical Truth and Academic Freedom 
2024). He was red-tagged online as a communist, and threatened. He had also 
been a columnist for the Sunstar Cagayan de Oro. He resigned from the news-
paper and left Iligan temporarily out of concerns for his personal safety, re-
porting the threats to his department. They issued a supportive statement, which 
gained traction across various organisations such as the Philippine Sociological 
Association, Movement Against Tyranny, and International League of Peoples 
Struggles. Additional support came from the UP College of Arts and Letters, 
Office of the Faculty Regent, and faculty from other universities. Alamon’s 

5	 Interview with Noe Santillan by author, Cebu City, 18 October 2024.
6	 Interview with Noe Santillan by author, Cebu City, 18 October 2024.
7	 Anonymous interview by Gerald John Guillermo, Cebu City, 18 October 2024.
8	 Anonymous interview by author, Baguio City, 25 November 2024.
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experience underscored the significance of community validation in academia 
and the importance of seeking solidarity during attacks on academic freedom 
(Network in Defense of Historical Truth and Academic Freedom 2024). 

Nonetheless, lumad schools and communities remain at risk. In 2021, local 
police, soldiers and social workers entered the University of San Carlos-Talamban 
campus and took at least 26 lumad students into custody. The police later 
claimed, with little evidence, that the students had been brought to the school to 
“undergo revolutionary training as future armed combatants” (Sitchon 2021). 
A year later, two lumad school volunteer teachers and their three companions 
were killed by the military in New Bataan. Among those killed was Chad Booc, 
a UP alumnus who had been involved in the earlier University of San Carlos 
incident as well as a Supreme Court challenge to the ATL. The military claims 
that the five were killed in armed encounters but an autopsy of Booc (by UP 
medical school’s Dr Fortun) belied this claim, finding instead that it was a 
homicide. The UP Diliman University Council issued a statement condemning 
the killing of the “New Bataan 5” and other human rights defenders under the 
“culture of red-tagging and impunity” under the Duterte government (Diliman 
Information Office 2022).

One of the most visible mechanisms of democratic backsliding’s effect on 
academic freedom is campus securitisation, characterised by the claim that 
universities are breeding grounds for communist rebellion, necessitating an 
enhanced presence of the state security apparatus in academic institutions and 
campuses. The unilateral abrogation of the 1989 UP–Department of National 
Defence (DND) Accord in January 2021 stripped universities of long-standing 
protections against police and military incursions. As Guillermo (2021) argues, 
this move represented an effort to “bring the university to heel”, forcing aca-
demic governance into alignment with state authority. The subsequent UP–AFP 
Declaration of Cooperation in 2024 went further by strategically aligning UP 
research with counterinsurgency objectives as part of a broader strategy to in-
corporate educational institutions into the military’s ambit (Guillermo 2024). 
In 2025, the Ateneo de Manila University, a major private school, announced 
that they had made a similar Declaration of Cooperation with the military. 
The NTF-ELCAC has begun to promote a concept of “terror grooming”, or 
the campus recruitment of students into the communist insurgency (Nepomuceno 
2026). 

The most recent data show a surge in academic freedom incidents in 2025 
compared to previous years (see Figure 2), with incidents concentrated in the 
final quarter of the year (see Figure 3). The most concentrated wave of inci-
dents occurred from September through November, coinciding with large-scale 
anti-corruption mobilisations and their aftermath. During this period, the data-
set shows repeated reports of warrantless arrests, detention and inquest pro-
ceedings involving students and youth activists, as well as campus journalists. 
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Even when prosecutorial action later failed or charges were dismissed, the legal 
process itself functioned as a disruptive mechanism – consuming time, resources 
and attention, and generating deterrent effects for organisers and participants. 
These incidents point to a broader pattern of criminalisation in which protest 
participation and associated documentation work (including media and para
legal support) became focal points of state scrutiny and sanction.

Tracing the causal chain reveals how democratic backsliding operated through 
the mechanisms of counterinsurgency. The collapse of peace talks created the 
pretext for NTF-ELCAC to broaden its mandate beyond armed insurgents to 
critics more generally. Universities, long regarded as sites of activism, became 
prime targets of suspicion. The observable traces of this strategy included the 
abrogation of protective accords, red-tagging campaigns against institutions 
and individuals, the presence of security forces on campuses, and the spread of 
disinformation labelling universities as subversive. Each mechanism narrowed 
the intellectual and civic space within the academe, producing self-censorship 
among students and faculty while eroding the university’s autonomy.

In contrast to the drug war, where repression was concentrated on journal-
ists, counterinsurgency explicitly implicated the academe as a potential threat 
to regime stability. Collapsing the distinction between critical scholarship and 
insurgent recruitment, the state used red-tagging to discipline academic com-
munities and align them with counterinsurgency objectives. In this context, 
the academe was an epistemic institution directly implicated in the politics of 
dissent, and thus it was subjected to repression as part of the state’s autocra-
tising turn. The result was a systematic erosion of academic freedom, not by 
outright bans on teaching or research, but through fear, harassment and the 
constant threat of violence. 

On the other hand, repression also sparked solidarity within the university 
as well as across academic and other civil society sectors, which had some 
power to resist the backsliding of democracy and freedoms. As the faculty 

Figure 2: Academic freedom incidents in the Philippines,  
	  1 January to 31 December 2025

Source: compiled by the author
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member Santillan emphasised, for instance, union membership was a critical 
site for defending academic freedom, embodying the right to stand with mar-
ginalised communities and articulate dissenting knowledge.9 The Booc case 
exemplifies another tendency among academic institutions and campus organi-
sations in the Philippines: the umbrella of solidarity and concern oftentimes 
extends to alumni even after they have graduated or otherwise left the institu-
tion. Booc had been a university student who had graduated a few years before 
he was killed. Strictly speaking, he was no longer a member of the university 
– whether as a student, professor or some form of employee. Yet the University 
Council decided to issue a statement of solidarity to raise awareness of the 
possible extrajudicial killing of an alumnus. This suggests the value of organi
sational affiliation, signalling to illiberal authorities that individuals are not 
alone. Their cases are observed and monitored, to such an extent that this can 
raise the cost of repression and guard against impunity.

Historical revisionism and distortion

The return of the Marcos family to Malacañang in 2022 represented not only 
a dynastic restoration but also a continuation of democratic backsliding. Un-
like Duterte’s drug war or the militarised campaign against the communist 
insurgency, the Marcoses’ political project hinged on the battle over memory 
and legitimacy. What was at stake was the interpretation of martial law and 
the dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos Sr, and it was here that academic free-
dom became a primary target. For this reason, the AFI registered a sharp drop 
in academic freedom after the election of Marcos Jr to the presidency.

This study likewise records episodes of historical revisionism and distortion 
following Marcos Jr’s inauguration. Revisionism under Marcos Jr carried a 
coercive element, using state institutions to suppress knowledge production 
that contradicted the narrative of a “golden age” under his father. The most 
striking example occurred in August 2022, when the Komisyon sa Wikang 
Filipino (KWF or Commission on the Filipino Language) issued a memoran-
dum halting the publication of five books it deemed to contain “subversive 
themes, explicit Anti-Marcos and Anti-Duterte contents” that allegedly incited 
terrorism under the ATL. The banned works included those of respected scholars 
such as UP professor Rommel Rodriguez. He is convinced that the word san­
data, or arms or weapons, was one of the triggers for the KWF’s censorship 
(Ong 2022). I think it may also be references to umakyat ng bundok or ma­
mundok – to go up the mountains – a well-worn euphemism for joining the 
communist insurgency. 

At any rate, the censorship raised an outcry in the academic community and 
other quarters, causing the KWF to withdraw its resolution (Boiser / Aurelio 

9	 Interview with Noe Santillan by author, Cebu City, 18 October 2024.
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2022). Nonetheless, the fate of Rodriguez’s book along with the four others is 
unclear. But none of the books seem to be heading towards publication, de-
spite the voiding of the book ban. The insertion of a representative from the 
NTF-ELCAC into the review process underscored how censorship has been 
institutionalised as part of the state’s security and counterinsurgency apparatus.

In another 2022 incident, state-linked actors targeted historians and educa-
tors critical of the regime’s narratives online. For example, historians Ambeth 
Ocampo and Michael “Xiao” Chua faced online harassment after challenging 
the ahistorical claims of a Marcos-supported film, Maid in Malacañang. The 
scholars had responded to Ella Cruz, one of the stars of Maid in Malacañang, 
an Imee Marcos-produced movie, when she said “(h)istory is like a tsismis, it’s 
filtered and dagdag na rin, so hindi natin talaga alam what’s the real history… 
nandoon na yung idea pero alam mo yun may mga bias pa rin talaga” (“His-
tory is like gossip, it’s filtered and added too, so we don’t really know what’s 
real history… the idea is there but, you know, there really are still biases”).10 
Ateneo de Manila University, where Ocampo was teaching, as well as several 
groups of academics like the Network in Defense of Historical Truth and Aca-
demic Freedom and Tanggol Kasaysayan (Defend History), issued statements 
in support of the historian (Laqui 2022). 

The government’s tactics shifted from overt censorship and attacks against 
academics – which proved too politically costly – to efforts to revise the history 
of the dictatorship within government practices. In 2024, for instance, Presi-
dent Marcos issued a memorandum circular directing all government agencies, 
local governments and educational institutions to integrate the recital of the 
Bagong Pilipinas (New Philippines) hymn and pledge during their flag cere-
monies. Bagong Pilipinas harkens to the concept of the Bagong Lipunan (New 
Society) slogan linked to the Marcos Sr dictatorship (Gascon 2024).

Process tracing clarifies how these developments link Marcos’s political res-
toration to constraints on academic freedom. The general causal model begins 
with the regime’s strategic need to secure legitimacy by rehabilitating Marcos 
Sr’s memory. The mechanism unfolds through institutional censorship, exem-
plified by the KWF book ban, and through discursive delegitimisation, such as 
the online harassment of historians. The observable traces include Marcos ad-
ministration policies to control the memory and commemoration of martial 
law and the dictatorship. These elements together establish a causal chain from 
the Marcos return to power, to coercive revisionism, to the constriction of 
academic freedom. Each case study also shows how faculty and student or-
ganisations, unions, associations and other groups resisted violations and re-
pression, fostering solidarity through statements, awareness-raising and other 
forms of solidarity.

10	 See “Ella Cruz, Binatikos Matapos Ihambing Ang History Sa Tsismis”, News5, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=kZLzgtBu90s (accessed 12 April 2023).
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Conclusion

Democratic backsliding constrains academic freedom through multiple, rein-
forcing mechanisms. Red-tagging and legal harassment cultivate a chilling effect 
by delegitimising progressives, silencing faculty unionists and deterring student 
activism. Democratic backsliding thus reaches beyond electoral manipulation 
or executive aggrandisement: it constrains the civic and intellectual functions 
of universities, limiting their capacity to act as epistemic arbiters of truth and 
dissent. At its core, the targeting of academic freedom occurs because the pro-
duction of knowledge has political stakes at a time when regime legitimacy 
itself is contested. Hybrid regimes like the Philippines are most intolerant when 
the facts of state violence or historical memory are at issue, as seen in the re-
pression tied to counterinsurgency campaigns and the Marcos government’s 
support for historical revisionism. In contrast, despite the autocratising force 
of former President Duterte’s drug war, academic freedom was not directly 
targeted then since the site of contestation was elsewhere: in mass media. 

The methodological framework developed in this study has strong poten-
tial for replication across Southeast Asia and other settings where democratic 
backsliding occurs in an already weak democracy. Replication efforts must 
account for uneven source availability and varying degrees of visibility across 
countries and campuses, however. The Philippine case benefits from relatively 
accessible media reporting and a comparatively open civil society. For instance, 
statements from faculty unions, student governments and associations, and 
university units often provide both factual information and political signals 
about serious academic freedom concerns. 

Yet significant limitations remain. National media coverage frequently relies 
on campus (often student) publications, and many incidents never reach local 
or national outlets. Not all campus publications can report freely on university 
affairs, and public calls for solidarity vary across institutions and regions. Or-
ganisations based in major capital regions may be more likely to publicise inci-
dents than smaller institutions, especially those outside metropolitan centres, 
where serious cases may remain underreported. For this reason, replication in 
other Southeast Asian settings should anticipate systematic under-documentation 
and incorporate strategies to address this, including targeted field research and 
interviews. In fact, interviews and similar methods help to expose more subtle 
forms of academic freedom constraints like self-censorship or institutional pres-
sures due to the “chilling effect” of broad repression. These are not public inci-
dents or state-led attacks but everyday curtailments of freedom that go under-
reported due to their informality.

To capture both overt violations and subtler forms of pressure, a mixed-
methods design is recommended. Incident documentation can be strengthened 
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by pairing it with perception surveys and qualitative case studies, especially 
where coercion is incremental and where self-censorship, administrative pres-
sure or informal intimidation may not generate public records. Given the sen-
sitivity of many research environments, replication also requires strong ethical 
safeguards, including anonymisation, secure data storage and encrypted com-
munications. Process tracing can further strengthen causal inference and policy 
relevance, particularly in contexts where repression unfolds through cumula-
tive, low-visibility steps rather than through a single high-profile event. Finally, 
expanding data collection beyond publicly documented incidents will require 
clearer verification protocols.

Repression also mobilises solidarity and resistance. This study has shown 
that faculty unions, student organisations and academic freedom networks have 
mobilised to defend threatened colleagues and institutions, raising the cost of 
repression and asserting that scholars are not alone. Public statements issued 
by universities and groups such as faculty unions, student councils, academic 
associations and other civil society groups were able to channel outrage (as in 
the case of book censorship), raise public awareness of the cases of violations 
especially when coupled with media coverage, and communicate to state authori
ties that violations were not going unnoticed. This suggests that even under 
conditions of democratic backsliding, universities and their allies can remain 
sites of civic resistance, where collective action sustains the critical function of 
the academe against illiberal pressures. 
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