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From evolving U.S.-China competition to the South China Sea, a new edited
volume suggests foreign policy futures in the Philippines hinge on a contested
domestic landscape evolving under President Ferdinand Marcos Jr’s tenure.
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“Together, we found ways to alleviate the dire consequences of the war in the
Middle East,” Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. reflected this past week on
regional initiatives being undertaken during the country’s ASEAN chairmanship in the
most recent iteration of his annual State of the Nation Address (SONA) 1. While some
of these initiatives are still in the works, Marcos’ references to global headwinds were
nonetheless notable as part of ongoing attempts to connect these dynamics with
domestic priorities still being advanced under his administration, with other cases in
point being the South China Sea and the direction of the U.S.-Philippine alliance.

Source: Graphic by ASEAN Wonk Team

A new book Beyond Geopolitics edited by Cleo Anne A. Calimbahin and Bjorn
Dressel provides a comprehensive lens with which to view where the Philippines
is and where it is headed under and beyond President Ferdinand Marcos Jr, with
implications for the country’s foreign and security policy outlook 2. In doing so, it
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provides one of the few early deep-dive assessments on dynamics surrounding the the
country’s current and evolving future outlook under Marcos, beyond other book-
length accounts we have reviewed here on ASEAN Wonk that addressed aspects such
as the geopolitical and geoeconomic challenges amid the attempted China pivot away
from the U.S.-Philippine alliance under Marcos’ predecessor Rodrigo Duterte as well as
the transition between the two administrations. “These dynamics will play a significant
role in shaping the competition among political families for the 2028 presidential
race,” the book forecasts before going on to examine these dynamics with implications
that extend out to major Indo-Pacific and global capitals 3.
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The book also highlights key datapoints to watch on potential futures (see
originally-generated ASEAN Wonk table below for a summary of important
contours. Paying subscribers can also read the rest of the “Analysis” section and
“Implications” section looking at how these dynamics play out in the future).

Table designed by ASEAN Wonk Team; Content drawn from Beyond Geopolitics

The book’s timing accounts for both its value and limitations. The main argument
of Beyond Geopolitics is that while the Marcos administration has recorded some
modest policy achievements thus far, domestic political theatrics — including
fragmenting coalitional unity and intense dynastic and elite political maneuvering as
the 2028 elections loom closer — have overshadowed some of its technocratic
ambitions and hampered its ability to confront deeper structural and institutional
political, social and economic challenges that have dominated the country in the first
quarter of the twenty-first century 4. The argument is advanced across 17 main
chapters in five main parts along with an introduction that amount to just under 500
pages: 1) Part 1 (Chapters 2-5) on politics; 2) Part 2 (Chapters 6-8) on narratives; 3) Part
3 (Chapters 9-12) on power and influence; 4) Part 4 (Chapters 13 and 14) on
development; and 5) Part 5 (Chapters 15-18) on emergent governance 5. Arguably the
chief value of this approach is that this mid-term assessment of Marcos’ rule (after the
May 2025 midterm elections) can help further stimulate debates around the
administration’s policy approaches such that it can inform the remainder of its time in
office, as opposed to an end-of-term account where the focus will naturally already
have shifted to a next administration as was arguably the case during the Duterte-
Marcos transition. On the flip side, a key limitation of this approach is that it does not
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take into account the full single six-year term that an administration is given to
implement an agenda that has been further disrupted and delayed by internal and
external developments — from continued Duterte-Marcos dynastic sparring to the
Middle East conflict fallout — even though it is not uncommon within political cycles
in the Philippines for major legislative priorities to have greater chances of taking off
before the midterms set in as opposed to after.

Looking ahead out to and beyond the 2028 presidential elections, the book sees
shifting political factionalization and rivalries continuing to dominate the
landscape, with implications for foreign and security policy. Though Beyond
Geopolitics does not suggest an unraveling of “significant policy shifts” in foreign
policy — including concretizing a more assertive South China Sea approach, renewing
a focus on partnerships with Western partners and attracting sectoral investment in
mining, green energy and infrastructure — it is more skeptical about any domestic
wins, particularly on sensitive areas like agricultural reform. Unsurprisingly, a key
variable is dynastic dynamics around who will succeed Marcos after the 2028 elections
amid already ongoing controversies, as we continue to see with periodic updates
around the status of Rodrigo Duterte’s detention at the International Criminal Court at
The Hague (with a trial announced earlier this year as kicking off in November);
attempts by his daughter Sara Duterte to push back against what she has called efforts
to undermine her political fortunes; and shifts within Marcos’ own network as we saw
with the ouster of House speaker and Marcos’ first cousin Martin Romualdez amid a
giant flood scandal last year 6. In such an environment, the authors see the
consolidation of a fragmented political landscape where policymaking is “driven less
by programmatic agendas than by elite rivalries, regional power bases and the
imperatives of political survival…[and]…legislative maneuvering, public spectacle and
institutional brinkmanship increasingly displace long-term governance reform” 7.
Following from this, the Philippines is likely to witness more incremental and
performative efforts at policy formulation with a long list of what the authors label
“neglected yet essential reforms” continuing to be unaddressed, including
strengthening oversight institutions, addressing persistent socioeconomic inequalities
as well as fostering political and economic stability needed to manage both external
challenges and internal pressures 8. If the 2025 midterms are any indicator, the authors
suggest that divergent positions on China; approaches to crime and security; domestic
insurgency and red-tagging of opposition voices and policy formulation dynamics in
areas like budgets and appointments are among the areas to monitor 9.

A more difficult question to answer is where incremental progress is possible in
the coming years within this rather sobering outlook that lies ahead. While the
book points to initiatives already at play — including piecemeal measures on budget
transparency and digitalization of public services — it is also candid in noting that
these still pale in comparison to challenges around everything from pork barrel
practices to bureaucratic inefficiencies in sectors like health or education. Some of the
quantitative metrics addressed in the book — such as the fact that over half of
corporations have tied to established political clans or that a study of over 300 major
infrastructure projects in the 21st century suggest a concerning record around delays,
cost overruns and limited oversight — reinforce the sobering tone it adopts given
ground realities 10. At the end of her chapter in the book, Carmel V. Abao, former
student leader and current professor, concludes rather chillingly in her final two
sentences that “there is no regime shift or regime cycle…there is only political survival,”
in reference to a past pattern noted by scholar Mark Thompson regarding the
Philippines cycling between variations of democracy and autocratization 11. Given the
fact that the extent to which this survivalist conception plays out in the coming years
will have profound consequences for foreign and security policy, as the book title
rightly suggests, keeping in mind these domestic realities “beyond geopolitics” will be
critical in the coming years extending out to and then beyond 2028.
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