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Abstract 

How do Filipinos remember their history? To date this question still has no systematic answer. This 

article provides quantitative, descriptive results from two nationally representative surveys that show 

how Filipinos view three of the country's major historical events: the Spanish colonization of the 

Philippines; martial law under President Ferdinand Marcos; and the 1986 People Power Revolution. 

The descriptive results include several takeaways, including: first, the modal response towards all 

three events was indifference (versus positive or negative feelings); second, positive feelings towards 

martial law were highest among those who were alive at that time; third, the distribution of feelings 

towards these historical events was similar across individuals with different educational achievement; 

and finally, a surprising proportion of respondents expressed positive feelings towards both martial 

law and People Power. We discuss the potential limitations of our study and conclude by considering 

the implications of these results for the Philippines' contemporary politics. 
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How do Filipinos remember their history? This seems like a straightforward question, but to date it is 

a question with no systematic answer. Knowing what Filipinos think about their past is a necessary 

step in any serious attempt at understanding Filipino political identity and attempts to reconstruct or 

re-imagine that identity. As a matter of practical politics, it is also clearly important. The 2022 

presidential elections saw the re-emergence of the Marcos family at the pinnacle of Philippine 

politics, with Ferdinand "Bongbong" Marcos Jr. retaking the presidency his father once held. 

Explanations for the Marcoses' rehabilitation have naturally considered the attempts by the Marcos 

family and its allies to re-frame the period of martial law, and the changing perceptions of Filipinos 

towards this era. Opposition candidates and supporters have attempted to "reeducate" Marcos voters, 

under the premise that historical misunderstandings and informational deficits are to blame for the 

Marcos resurgence.1 The political past is thus a battleground for the country's political future. But 

beyond such events' functionalist importance to politics, an understanding of the Philippines' major 

historical events is a potentially important component of a shared national identity. As much as one 

cannot conceive of US politics without the Declaration of Independence and the Civil War, or a South 

African identity without apartheid, or a Singaporean identity without Lee Kuan Yew, colonialism, 

martial law and People Power are major parts of the Philippines' political history. 

 

This article provides quantitative, descriptive results from two nationally-representative surveys that 

show how Filipinos currently view three of the country's major historical events: the Spanish 

colonialism of the Philippines (1565-1898); martial law under President Ferdinand Marcos (1972-81); 

2 and the 1986 People Power Revolution.3 We do not attempt to explain why Filipinos view these 

events and people the way that they do in this article. That is work for future research. Instead, the 

authors hope to establish a baseline of facts, as well as some initial potential interpretations and 

takeaways, that future work can then draw on for further theorizing about how history shapes 

contemporary politics, society and, ultimately, collective national identity.4 

 

It is worth noting at the outset that this exercise comes with some limitations. First, these descriptive 

accounts are snapshots taken at a certain point in time. Furthermore, these surveys were conducted in 

January and February 2022, relatively close to the May 2022 presidential elections. The election 

campaign may have shaped opinions on historical events such as martial law and those opinions might 

change after the elections. Those opinions may also differ from opinions one, three or five years ago. 

Given this possibility, we also explore views about Spanish colonialism, an event that was not 

politically salient during the last election.5 If the views we captured in these surveys are merely an 

ephemeral product of electioneering then we would expect to see a different pattern of responses in 

assessments of martial law and People Power vis-avis Spanish colonialism. Second, it is possible that 

answers that tend towards indifference (when respondents answer something like "neither agree nor 

disagree") are the product of a lack of attention or effort on the part of respondents rather than 

ambivalence. To address this concern, we compare the distribution of attitudes regarding our events of 

interest with attitudes towards President Rodrigo Duterte's drug war.6 If a lack of effort or inattention 

drives indifference, we would expect to see similar levels of ambivalence towards the drug war. 

 

Despite these limitations, this exercise has merit. Snapshots are exactly that: they provide descriptive 

accounts of attitudes at a given point in time. This exercise is thus a first step, which will serve as a 

baseline by which we can compare descriptive data in succeeding years. To elaborate, this exercise 

produces a set of baseline results regarding the historical memory of Filipinos towards some of its 

major historical events. As we will show, this simple exercise is also sufficient to complicate or rebut 

some widely held presumptions about the enduring legacies of politically relevant events such as 



martial law and People Power. Indeed, in both cases, we find indifference to be the modal response 

among our respondents. Examining the perceptions of Filipinos towards Spanish colonialism also 

allows for a deeper understanding of public perceptions regarding the country's colonial past. Finally, 

we hope that this analysis will lead to future work that will allow us to more deeply understand how 

Filipinos view their past, how memories of the past are re-imagined and reconstituted over time, and 

how such memories shape political attitudes and behaviours in the present. 

 

Collective Memory and Politics 

 

While an immense body of scholarship has examined the nature and role of collective memory in 

society, it remains a contested concept.7 In this article we focus on collective memory as "collected 

memory", or "the aggregated individual memories of members of a group".8 In adopting this 

approach to studying collective memory, we recognize that not all members of a group have equal 

influence within their society and that the remembrances of some can garner greater attention than 

those of others.9 Indeed, our goal in this study is not to suggest that there exists a single collective 

memory for Filipino society, but rather to map out the landscape of remembrance among a 

representative sample of Filipinos regarding certain pivotal events in their country's history. 

 

Existing research into the political behavioural legacies of historical events often assumes that a given 

historical event is salient in a specific way (i.e., viewed either positively or negatively) within a 

population. This assumption of a prevalent collective memory within the population is usually the 

necessary precursor for expectations of enduring historical legacies. However, empirical work in this 

space does not always explicitly assess how individuals within the population perceive such historical 

events. For example, we might not expect to recover a meaningful enduring legacy from a traumatic 

historical event if the population is largely ambivalent towards the said event or if the population no 

longer views the event as traumatic. Even if an enduring legacy is recovered, it might be driven by 

only a particular segment of the population, or perhaps a smaller-than-imagined segment of the 

population-insights that might be hidden if we rely on common assumptions instead of mapping the 

collective memory landscape. Similarly, the success or failure of a politician's attempts to evoke a 

specific historical event will also depend on the continued salience of the event for the electorate. We 

address this lacuna by explicitly mapping how the Filipino population views pivotal events in their 

country's history. 

 

Data Sources and Analysis 

 

We use data from two waves of nationally representative surveys conducted by Pulse Asia, one of the 

Philippines' leading survey research firms, in January and February 2022. Together the two survey 

waves yield a dataset of 2,400 total respondents, 284 from the National Capital Region (NCR), 1,060 

from the balance of Luzon (the rest of Luzon outside of the NCR), 560 from Mindanao and 496 from 

the Visayas. The sample consists of 1,200 male and 1,200 female respondents.10 

 

Following standard procedures and best practices for public opinion surveys, Pulse Asia employed a 

multi-stage probability sampling for its surveys.11 The first stage involved a decision on the sub-



national areas and the distribution of the total sample for each of these areas. The sub-national areas 

are NCR, the balance of Luzon, Visayas and Mindanao. 

 

In the second stage, the team randomly selected cities/ municipalities in each of these sub-national 

areas. For the NCR, all the cities and the single municipality were covered in the survey. For the other 

sub-national areas, a total of 15 cities/municipalities were allocated to the regions in proportion to 

household population size. Sample cities/municipalities were selected without replacement and with 

probability proportional to household population size. 

 

In the third stage, the survey team randomly selected barangays (villages) in the probabilistically 

identified cities/municipalities. The allocated number of barangays were distributed among the sample 

cities/municipalities in such a way that each city/municipality was assigned a number of barangays 

roughly proportional to its household population size. However, it was ensured that each city/ 

municipality was assigned at least one sample barangay. Sample barangays within each sample 

city/municipality were randomly selected without replacement. 

 

For the fourth stage, within each sample barangay, five households were selected using interval 

sampling. In the sample urban barangays, a random corner was identified, a random start generated 

and every sixth household was sampled. In rural barangays, the designated starting point could be a 

school, the barangay captain's house, a church/chapel or a barangay/municipal hall, and every other 

household was sampled. 

 

For the last stage, in each selected household, a respondent was randomly chosen from among 

household members who were 18 years of age and older, using a probability selection table. To ensure 

that half of the respondents were male and half were female, only male family members were pre-

listed in the probability selection table of odd-numbered questionnaires, while only female members 

were pre-listed for even-numbered questionnaires. In cases where there was no qualified respondent 

of a given gender, the interval sampling of households was continued until five sample respondents 

were identified. 

 

Major Historical Events 

 

As part of the survey we asked respondents about their views of three major historical events in the 

Philippines: Spanish colonialism, martial law under Ferdinand Marcos, and the People Power 

Revolution that ultimately drove Marcos from power. In this section we discuss each of these events 

and respondents' attitudes towards them. 

 

The Spanish Colonization of the Philippines 

 

The Spanish colonization of the Philippines, from 1565 to 1898, spans the vast majority of the 

country's existence as a nation. The Portuguese (turned Spanish) navigator Ferdinand Magellan first 



set foot on the islands in 1521. Twenty-one years later, in 1542, Ruy López de Villalobos returned and 

claimed dominion over the islands, naming the Philippines after King Philip of Spain. The Spanish 

initially kept mainly to the major cities, such as Manila and Cebu, but over the next few centuries 

there was a slow expansion of Spanish rule from these major outposts into the rest of the country. 

Spanish colonialism left several enduring marks on the country. Most obvious is the prevalence of 

Catholicism. First introduced by Spanish friars, the Philippines is overwhelmingly Catholic, with over 

80 per cent of the country identifying as such.12 The Spanish language has also infiltrated the Filipino 

language to a considerable degree. Moreover, Spanish colonialism fixed the boundaries of the 

Philippines itself, turning an archipelago of villages and tribes into a centralized, if not fully 

controlled, nation-state.13 

 

The history of the Philippines under Spain is part of the curriculum in elementary schools, high 

schools and universities all over the country. Students are taught to remember many important dates 

and people, both real and imagined. Examples include the Philippine national hero Jose Rizal, 12 June 

1898 (the date of Philippine independence from Spain) and Padre Damaso, the fictional Spanish friar 

and major antagonist of the country's national novel Noli Me Tángere. Indeed, a class about Jose 

Rizal is mandated for all university students. As such, one would expect most Filipinos to have both 

some feelings towards Spanish colonialism, as well as a view on whether colonialism was beneficial 

to the country or not. 

 

Spanish colonialism is, of course, also an object of significant scholarly attention. Classic historical 

accounts have focused on the many acts of oppression that the Spanish colonizers enacted on the 

native Filipino population, which included taking their land, subjugating their people and at times 

forcibly converting them to Catholicism.14 Another work has quantitatively examined the longrun 

impacts of missionary-led Spanish colonization, arguing, for example, that municipalities that had a 

historical Catholic mission are richer today than municipalities without these Spanish Catholic 

missions.15 

 

But what do the Filipino people actually think of Spanish colonialism? Our survey asked two 

questions: how respondents felt about Spanish colonialism (Question 1), and their assessment of the 

impact of Spanish colonialism (Question 2). Both questions were constructed on a five-point scale, 

with possible answers to the first question ranging from "Strongly negative" to "Strongly positive", 

and to the second question ranging from "Extremely not beneficial" to "Extremely beneficial". 

 

The results for the first question are displayed in Figure 1. It is noteworthy that a significant, and 

largest, share (48.46 per cent) of participants could not say whether they had positive or negative 

feelings towards Spanish colonialism. Moreover, 21.79 per cent of respondents had negative feelings 

towards Spanish colonialism, while a similar number (23.08 per cent) had positive feelings about the 

period. Few had strong feelings, either positive or negative, towards this historical event. 

 

The results for the second question, displayed in Figure 2, were mostly similar. The modal (most 

common) response (50.04 per cent) was that Filipinos could not say if Spanish colonialism was 

beneficial or not. Few respondents believed that colonialism was either extremely harmful (i.e., not 

beneficial) or extremely beneficial, with 1.67 per cent and 2 per cent selecting these positions, 



respectively. One notable difference, however, is that substantially more people considered Spanish 

colonialism to be beneficial (27 per cent) than not beneficial (16.83 per cent). 

 

One way to break down these results is by educational attainment. The logic for doing so is 

straightforward: years of schooling in Philippine history could certainly mold respondents' views on 

Spanish colonialism, implying that more educated voters may have a different opinion than less 

educated ones. Moreover, the classroom is the only place where most Filipinos are ever exposed to 

this part of their history. Figures 3 displays the results for feelings towards Spanish colonialism that 

are broken down by the respondents' educational attainment.16 The major takeaway is that while there 

were some interesting differences across the groups, educational attainment did not appear to 

dramatically alter views about Spanish colonialism. Across all categories, the modal result of 

indifference reproduced itself. To illustrate, consider two groups that occupy the two opposite ends of 

the educational spectrum: respondents with only elementary schooling and those who graduated from 

college. Respondents in both groups were much more likely to be ambivalent about Spanish 

colonization (i.e. viewing it as neither positive nor negative). Among those respondents who reported 

either a positive or negative opinion, both the highest and least educated were more likely to see 

colonization in a positive rather than negative light. This same pattern held for all other education 

groupings. Looking across all of the groups, there is a large gap between the number of respondents 

who reported ambivalence and those who registered either positive or negative feelings towards 

colonialism. The partial exception to this pattern was those with vocational education. Though the 

modal response was still ambivalence, the majority of vocationally-educated respondents (59.2 per 

cent) expressed either positive (28.8 per cent) or negative views (30.4 per cent) towards colonialism. 

This was also the only group for which negative responses (slightly) outweighed positive responses. 

 

Another meaningful way to break down the results is by geography. In this case we grouped the 

results according to the major regions of the Philippines: the NCR, balance of Luzon, Visayas and 

Mindanao. In particular, the historical differences among these regions' experience with Spanish 

colonialism could reasonably lead to differences in how the respondents of these regions perceive 

colonialism today. For example, the NCR region (and Manila specifically) was among the first areas 

to be occupied by the Spanish and functioned as the seat of the Spanish government in the country. As 

such, we might expect a negative perception of Spanish colonialism in the NCR, as the area was the 

most directly subjugated during Spanish colonial rule.17 On the other hand, Mindanao was left mostly 

uncolonized, despite attempts by the Crown to colonize and Christianize the region. The Sultanate of 

Sulu was able to ward off Spanish influence for most of the colonial period and the region remains 

home to the vast majority of Filipino Muslims today. As such, we might assume that respondents from 

Mindanao would hold a particularly negative perception of Spanish colonialism, given the Spaniards' 

attempt to introduce a competing religion and the region's historical hostility towards Spanish 

colonialism in general. 

 

Neither assertion is supported by the data. In fact, the regional results mirrored quite closely the 

overall results (see Figures 4a and 4b). Most obviously, the modal response for each regional group 

was that they could not say if Spanish colonialism was positive or negative, or whether it was 

beneficial or not. Looking specifically at Mindanao, we found that, perhaps surprisingly, more 

respondents believed that Spanish colonialism had a beneficial impact than those who believed 

otherwise (see Figure 4b). This could be attributed to the fact that Mindanao was the target of 

extensive resettlement efforts under the United States and subsequent Filipino governments, which 

worked to populate Mindanao with Christian settlers from Luzon and the Visayas.18 It is possible that 



indigenous Mindanaoans may hold different views of Spanish colonialism compared to descendants 

of Christian settlers. To investigate whether this is indeed the case, we divided our Mindanao sample 

into Muslim and non-Muslim respondents-relying on religion as a rough proxy to differentiate 

between respondents who are indigenous and those that are settlers. Given the relatively small 

numbers involved (120 Muslim Mindanaoans and 440 non-Muslim Mindanaoans), we should 

interpret these results with some caution. That said, there was a difference between the two groups. 

While the modal response of both groups was indifference (41.7 per cent for Muslims and 39.8 per 

cent for non-Muslims), Muslim respondents were substantially more likely to have negative views of 

Spanish colonialism (37.5 per cent versus 25.9 per cent). These results suggest that Mindanaoans on 

the whole do not think differently about Spanish colonialism than the people from other regional 

groups, with the plurality of respondents of all types feeling indifferent-though there may be notable 

differences between those who are indigenous to Mindanao and those who are not. The results for the 

NCR also painted a similar picture. There was only a small difference between the respondents who 

viewed Spanish colonialism either positively (29.1 per cent) or negatively (26.3 per cent) (see Figure 

4a), and significantly more who believed colonialism was more beneficial than not (see Figure 4b). 

However, the number of such responses greatly paled in comparison to the volume of the most 

common response, namely, indifference. 

 

These results lead us to several conclusions, the most general being that Spanish colonialism elicited 

neither strong emotions nor strong opinions for nearly a majority of Filipinos. The modal answer was 

ambivalence. In this regard, Spanish colonial history in the Philippines does not capture the 

contemporary Filipino imagination in the same way that it does for citizens in other countries who 

have undergone traumatic experiences under a foreign occupying power. For example, the Japanese 

colonization of Korea remains a salient issue in current politics,19 as does the Soviet occupation and 

violence in Ukraine under Stalin.20 

 

Martial Law under Ferdinand Marcos 

 

No event in Philippine history has been scrutinized as extensively as the period of martial law,21 

which lasted from 1972 to 1981. Marcos justified martial law as a response to various leftist and 

rightist plots against his administration. Scholars have worked to situate martial law in a broader 

political context, for example, arguing that it was "the consequence of political decay after American-

style democracy failed to take root in Philippine society", and "a reflection of Filipino society's 

history of authoritarianism and supposed need for ironfisted leadership".22 Whatever its origins, 

martial law (and Marcos' regime more generally) fundamentally reshaped Philippine politics. This is 

most obviously true at the level of institutions. The 1987 Constitution, enacted a year after Marcos 

was forced into exile in Hawaii, is an explicitly anti-martial law constitution.23 The Marcos era was 

even a structural break in how the Philippine political system functioned. Before Marcos' declared 

martial law, there were few political parties and relatively low levels of electoral volatility; the post-

Marcos era, however, saw the proliferation of parties and higher levels of electoral volatility.24 

 

There is also considerable interest in holding the Marcos family accountable for the plunder and 

corruption that they undertook while in power.25 Researchers have attempted to lay out in specific 

detail the many ways in which martial law and the broader Marcos dictatorship damaged the 

Philippine economy.26 And of course, there has been much work that seeks to document the many 

human rights abuses surrounding martial law.27 



 

Finally, the ghost of martial law still haunts contemporary politics. With Marcos' son, Ferdinand 

Marcos Jr., ascending to the presidency in May 2022 after securing roughly 59 per cent of the vote, 

opposition candidates and their supporters have generally assumed that Marcos Jr.'s popularity derives 

from his father's legacy, in which martial law takes pride of place. This is not an unfounded 

assumption. There has been a proliferation of blogs, Facebook pages and videos on YouTube and 

TikTok which seek to extol the benefits of the martial law era, dubbing the period as the "Golden 

Age" of the Philippine economy and Philippine society. In fact, the disinformation from these online 

sources is posited as a major reason why Marcos Jr. won the May 2022 elections.28 

 

Martial law's ultimate legacy, in the collective memory of Filipinos themselves, remains a paradox. 

The Constitution was rewritten to prevent it from happening again, scholars have written of the 

illiberalism and the various affronts to democracy it enabled, and Ferdinand Marcos' legacy in the 

"eyes of the world" is that of a dictator, an autocrat and a thief.29 And yet his son has now assumed 

the office his father once held. Why have voters been willing to look past the failings of the elder 

Marcos years and embrace his son?30 

 

To better understand public opinion about martial law, we asked respondents about their opinions on 

two issues: how respondents felt about martial law under President Ferdinand Marcos (Question 3), 

and the extent to which they thought martial law under President Marcos was beneficial or not 

(Question 4). Similar to the questions on Spanish colonialism, both questions were constructed on a 

fivepoint scale, with possible answers to the first question ranging from "Strongly negative" to 

"Strongly positive", and answers to the second question ranging from "Extremely not beneficial" to 

"Extremely beneficial". Figure 5 presents the results from Question 3. 

 

What is immediately striking is that respondents were much more likely to view martial law as 

positive versus negative: 23.17 per cent of respondents had a negative feeling about martial law 

versus 34.46 per cent who had a positive feeling. 35.25 per cent could not say if their feelings were 

positive or negative. Furthermore, very few respondents seemed to have strong feelings about the 

martial law era. This went in both directions. Only 3.79 per cent of respondents had strongly negative 

feelings towards martial law, while only 2.83 per cent had strongly positive feelings. The responses to 

Question 4 in Figure 6 below paint a similar picture. The most common response was again 

indifference, with 39.54 per cent of respondents uncertain whether martial law was beneficial or not. 

The next largest response was that martial law was beneficial (35.96 per cent), while significantly 

fewer people thought martial law was not beneficial (17.5 per cent). Only a small fraction of 

respondents had strong feelings towards martial law, viewing it as extremely beneficial (3.91 per cent) 

or extremely not beneficial (2.71 per cent). Again, there were significantly more Filipinos who viewed 

martial law in a positive light compared to those who believed it was harmful (not beneficial). 

 

For these questions on martial law, we also disaggregated the results by age group to differentiate 

between the respondents who lived through the martial law period and those who were exposed to it 

as a historical event. Such a disaggregation gets at potential differences between learning about 

history and having the experience of living through that history. When separated by age, the results for 

Question 3 were telling (see Figure 7). Among respondents aged 65 and older, the sentiment was 

generally positive towards martial law, with 41.84 per cent of respondents in this age group reporting 



either positive or strongly positive feelings. This is significantly higher than the percentage of over-65 

respondents who reported a negative feeling (25.85 per cent), or neither positive nor negative feelings 

(29.93 per cent), towards martial law. 

 

A similar pattern also held among respondents between 55 and 64 years old. While the over-65 group 

were mostly adults during the martial law era, those in the 55-64 age group were still coming of age 

during that period as children, teenagers and young adults. Research on political socialization and 

political generations suggests that this period (from around 18 to 25 years of age) constitutes the 

"impressionable years" during which an individual's long-term political outlook is shaped.31 

However, the 55-64 age group does not appear to be markedly different in their attitudes towards 

martial law when compared to the older peers. Among the 55-64 cohort, strongly positive or positive 

feelings towards the martial law era was the most common response at a combined 42.78 per cent. 

Meanwhile, 24.06 per cent reported negative feelings, while 27.81 per cent registered neither positive 

nor negative feelings. 

 

These dynamics shifted only slightly in the 45-54 age group. For this group, martial law was mostly a 

memory, as they came of age after the fall of Ferdinand Marcos in 1986. Here we see that the most 

common response was indifference (34.55 per cent) towards Marcos' martial law regime, though 

followed closely by those who reported positive feelings (33.87 per cent). Negative feelings against 

martial law were reported at a much lower share (25.63 per cent) in this age group. As we move to 

younger age cohorts, the feelings of ambivalence continued to increase, with 46.13 per cent of 

respondents aged between 18 and 24 indicating their indifference to martial law. Overall, across all 

age cohorts, positive feelings towards martial law were substantially more common than negative 

feelings. 

 

It is worth considering why some respondents who lived through martial law have reported-almost 

paradoxically-positive perceptions of this period. However, the appearance of a paradox is merely the 

result of presuming that the martial law era was a universally negative experience. Rather, the lived 

experiences of the Filipino people during this period were varied, and indeed martial law presented 

different things to different audiences. There was the "smiling martial law", an image created and 

intended for a largely international audience; the martial law of law and order, applied especially at 

the outset to attract businesses and alleviate the worries of ordinary citizens about crime in the streets; 

and martial law as authoritarian rule, which wielded its harshest weapons against the select few who 

were tagged by the dictatorship as communists or subversive elements of society, thereby sparing the 

majority of society from much of the worst authoritarian excesses of illegal arrest, torture and 

enforced disappearances.32 

 

We now turn to Question 4. The responses to this question mirrored the cohort dynamics of question 

one (see Figure A2 in the appendix). Among respondents older than 65, the modal response was that 

martial law had positive benefits (38.44 per cent). Indifference was somewhat less common at 34.35 

per cent, while only 23.47 per cent of respondents believed that martial law was harmful (i.e., either 

not beneficial or extremely not beneficial). These cohort dynamics are replicated in the 55-64 age 

cohort, with the modal response (39.57 per cent) being that martial law brought positive benefits. 

Indifference comes in second at 30.48 per cent. It was less common for respondents to report that 

martial law was not beneficial (20.05 per cent). 



 

For the 45-54, 35-44, 25-34 and 18-24 age cohorts, the pattern shifted somewhat. Across these 

cohorts, the modal response was indifference. The second largest response came from those who saw 

martial law as beneficial or extremely beneficial, followed by those who reported martial law as not 

beneficial or extremely not beneficial. In general, the response that martial law was beneficial was 

much more common than the response that it was not beneficial. 

 

In other words, those who were adults during the martial law era tended to have the most favourable 

views of the period. Among cohorts that were too young to have experienced martial law, respondents 

were primarily indifferent. Yet even these cohorts were still much more likely to believe that martial 

law was beneficial, rather than harmful, for the Philippines.33 

 

Finally, we disaggregated the results by educational attainment (see Figure 8). If the education system 

is effective in teaching about the human rights abuses and excesses that occurred during the martial 

law period, then we should see more negative attitudes towards the era among those with higher levels 

of education. This thinking is in line with the policy of the Philippine Department of Education about 

how to teach the history of martial law in the Philippines, which ostensibly emphasized the issue of 

human rights abuses during that period.34 However, our survey results indicate that this is clearly not 

the case. To illustrate, we again focused on two groups of respondents: those with an elementary 

education at most and those with college degrees. The results were striking. College graduates were 

more likely to state that martial law had a positive impact (39.91 per cent)-which was also the cohort's 

modal response- than a negative impact (16.67 per cent). By contrast, among those with only an 

elementary education, 42.66 per cent could not say if martial law had positive or negative impacts, 

33.46 per cent believed that martial law bestowed positive benefits on the country, while only 17.03 

per cent believed that martial law was not beneficial. Across all the cohorts, with the exception of 

college graduates, the modal response was one of indifference. 

 

Overall, the survey results show that respondents were more likely to think that martial law benefitted 

rather than harmed the Philippines. This is true across every age group and at every level of education. 

The differences between the cohorts were only a matter of degree. This suggests that the attempts to 

educate the general public about martial law and its negative effects have not been effective, 

especially considering that positive sentiment towards martial law is positively correlated with 

education. Moreover, whether one experienced martial law or not has at best only a minor bearing 

(and which generally trends in a positive direction) on one's attitudes towards that period. These 

findings call into question arguments that positive sentiment towards martial law is mainly a function 

of mis-education or generational distance given the extent of positive feelings towards martial law and 

beliefs about its benefits among people who directly experienced the episode and among highly-

educated citizens. Additionally, large numbers of Filipinos have ambiguous feelings about martial law. 

This is most pronounced in the younger age cohorts, where indifference was the modal response-

suggesting that indifference may increase over time. 

 

 

 

 



The People Power Revolution of 1986 

 

The People Power Revolution of 1986 was a non-violent protest that led to the fall of President 

Ferdinand Marcos and the beginning of Corazon (Cory) Aquino's tenure as the Philippines' first 

female president. The revolution ended Marcos' 21 years of authoritarian rule and returned the country 

to the democratic system that had been in place since its independence in 1946. At the time, People 

Power was more than just a major event in Philippine history. It made international news and cast the 

country into the centre of global affairs in a way that has not been replicated since. Cory Aquino was 

the Time magazine's Person of the Year in 1987, serving as an emblem of the enthusiasm over the 

country's return to democratic rule, and of the optimism that was prevalent both in the Philippines and 

abroad as the Cold War drew to a close.35 

 

Yet People Power's legacy is complicated for many reasons. First, while Cory Aquino's legacy as an 

icon of democracy and a symbol of hope is almost universally celebrated, Cory Aquino's actual 

presidency received mixed reviews. Her presidency was plagued with political instability, manifest 

most clearly in the many coups that attempted to unseat her.36 Furthermore, economic growth 

remained sluggish, at an average 3.4 per cent per year from 1987 to 1992, the years of her presidency, 

considerably trailing the annual growth rate of regional neighbours such as Thailand (9.8 per cent) and 

Malaysia (7.6 per cent) over the same period. A myriad of other problems during her presidency, such 

as the constant electricity blackouts and water shortages, affected the quality of life for ordinary 

Filipinos.37 Finally, her administration was also criticized for numerous human rights violations38 

and for not doing enough to prevent the return of powerful oligarchs to the heights of economic and 

political power in the Philippines.39 

 

On the other hand, People Power as a tool for political mobilization may still have some currency. In 

2001, Filipinos again took to the streets and re-enacted People Power to depose President Joseph 

Estrada and install President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo. Similarly, another People Power-styled protest 

was staged by Estrada supporters against Arroyo which failed to remove her. While one may 

reasonably argue that the People Power movement was not truly a masses-led protest, and instead was 

the by-product of elite infighting, it is still a fact that People Power has been deployed and invoked as 

a particularly salient and effective tool to spur mobilization (in the name of democratic accountability) 

and overcome political gridlock.40 

 

Finally, the political ascent of Bongbong Marcos casts further uncertainty on the long-term 

perceptions of People Power. The movement's widespread acclaim in the 1980s stands in marked 

contrast to the situation in May 2022 when the Philippine presidency was won by the son of the very 

same president ousted by the movement. It is thus timely to examine the standing that People Power 

has in the imagination of the Filipino public today. 

 

Like the previous two historical events, we asked the following two questions: how respondents felt 

about People Power, and whether respondents thought People Power was beneficial or not. Both 

questions were constructed on a five-point scale, with possible answers to Question Five ranging from 

"Strongly negative" to "Strongly positive", and possible answers to Question Six ranging from 

"Extremely not beneficial" to "Extremely beneficial". 



 

The overall results for Question Five are displayed in Figure 9. Again, the modal response was that 

respondents had neither positive nor negative feelings towards People Power, once again pointing to 

the relatively weak hold of these particular historical events on the Filipino collective memory.41 Yet, 

in contrast to Spanish colonialism, but similar to martial law, there was clearly a larger share of 

respondents who felt positively (30.71 per cent) about People Power than those who felt negatively 

(21.62 per cent) towards it. The results are similar when we consider the question of whether 

respondents perceived People Power to have been beneficial or not (see Figure A3 in the appendix): 

31.92 per cent of respondents answered that People Power was beneficial,42 while 17.71 per cent 

believed that People Power was not beneficial. Overall, the pendulum seems to swing towards a 

positive collective memory of People Power, both in terms of how respondents perceived the 

movement and its benefits. 

 

As with the questions on martial law, we disaggregated the respondents' perceptions of People Power 

by age to differentiate between those who lived through the episode and those who only understand 

the event as a historical recollection. In our breakdown of the respondents' feelings towards People 

Power by age (see Figure 10), a few stylized facts stand out. First, across all the age groups, feelings 

about People Power were more positive than negative. Second, the gap between positive and negative 

views did not appear to be a function of age. More respondents from the older cohorts tended to have 

positive views compared to their younger peers, but they were also more likely to hold negative views 

than their younger compatriots. Once again, though, the modal response for most cohorts was one of 

ambivalence. Indeed, the 55-64 cohort was the only age group where the modal answer was positive 

feelings, rather than indifference. Notably, the people of the 55-64 age cohort were teenagers and 

young adults who were coming of age during People Power, and it is possible that this direct 

experience is reflected in greater positive sentiment within this group vis-a-vis other cohorts.43 

 

We also briefly considered attitudes towards People Power by educational attainment (see Figure A4 

in the appendix). Once again, respondents from across all educational attainment groups were more 

likely to view People Power positively rather than negatively, though the modal response across all 

educational attainment groups was indifference. 

 

Support for both Martial Law and People Power 

 

The analysis thus far raises an interesting question: Could Filipinos simultaneously hold favourable 

views of both martial law and People Power? Such a combination of beliefs is, at face value, 

incongruent given the very principles that each event stood for. Martial law amounted to the 

consolidation of Marcos' authoritarian rule. People Power was, if nothing else, about the removal of 

Marcos from power and the end of his authoritarian rule. Thus, one might expect that those who hold 

positive or negative views about martial law to hold the opposite view about People Power. And in 

fact, 20.9 per cent of respondents displayed this expected consistency in their views: 10.2 per cent 

viewed martial law positively and People Power negatively, while 10.7 per cent held the reverse view. 

 

What about the remaining respondents? More than three-quarters of respondents held more nuanced 

views of the two events. It is possible, perhaps even likely, that some respondents felt historically 



disconnected from one or both of these events. Martial law and People Power, for some, may be 

viewed as inter-elite power struggles with only limited salience for the lives of ordinary Filipinos. 

Consistent with this view, 55 per cent of respondents were ambivalent about one or both events. 

Specifically, 22.6 per cent of respondents expressed ambivalence about both events. A further 32.7 per 

cent were ambivalent about one of the events, while holding either positive or negative views about 

the other.44 

 

Perhaps the most interesting were the 24 per cent of respondents that held seemingly inconsistent 

views of the two events. Among this group are 9.1 per cent who appeared to have a "pox on both their 

houses" attitude, holding negative views about both events. More puzzling was the 14.7 per cent of 

respondents who held positive views of both events-in effect, approving both the authoritarianism of 

Marcos' martial law regime and his ouster through People Power. 

 

One way to examine this group of voters is to consider conditional effects, which look only at those 

who reported positive feelings for one event and then examining their feelings about the other event. 

Among those who expressed positive views about martial law, only 27 per cent expressed negative 

feelings towards People Power. In contrast, 39 per cent of respondents who reported positive feelings 

towards martial law also expressed positive feelings towards People Power. In total, a much larger 

number of respondents (351) reported holding positive feelings towards both events compared to the 

number of respondents (254) who registered negative feelings for martial law and positive feelings for 

People Power. 

 

Among the respondents who had positive feelings towards People Power, 45 per cent also registered 

positive feelings for martial law while 33 per cent viewed martial law negatively. A similar pattern 

could be discerned when we considered the question of whether respondents thought either martial 

law or People Power was beneficial. Among the subset of respondents who considered martial law to 

be beneficial, roughly 41 per cent also considered People Power to be beneficial. Meanwhile, among 

respondents who considered martial law to have been detrimental (i.e., not beneficial), 42 per cent 

expressed positive feelings towards People Power. In terms of aggregate number, nearly 400 

respondents expressed the opinion that both events were beneficial to the Philippines compared to the 

200 respondents who reported that People Power was beneficial and martial law was not beneficial. 

Collectively, these conditional effects revealed an interesting lack of consistency in how Filipinos 

view the relationship between these two major historical events. 

 

While we are cautious about overinterpreting our findings, one potential theory that may explain these 

potentially paradoxical results is an attitude of political pragmatism. Filipinos who considered martial 

law to be beneficial may have seen it as a necessary measure to restore order and improve peace and 

security. Once the gains from martial law were realized, these same respondents may have felt that it 

was time to move to a model of government with greater civil liberties and more checks and balances. 

Or, perhaps, they may have grown weary of the Marcos regime's abuses and excesses. In other words, 

these respondents may feel that martial law was beneficial to the country at the time it was imposed, 

and People Power was also needed and beneficial when it occurred. 

 

 



Addressing Potential Concerns and Limitations 

In this section, we address the potential concerns and limitations of our descriptive exercise. One 

important concern might be that these descriptive accounts were taken during a "non-representative" 

moment in Philippine history. Another credible concern is that indifferent responses represent a lack 

of attention or effort rather than true ambivalence. 

 

The first concern stems from the fact that we administered the surveys close to the 2022 presidential 

elections. As such, respondents' opinions are particularly in tune with the current political debates 

around Bongbong Marcos, his father's legacy and consequently the historical legacy of People Power. 

We have two responses to these concerns. First, it is of course possible that the descriptives we have 

shown capture only one moment in time. Yet the solution is simple: researchers can simply run this 

exercise again after the elections to see if the results are consistent with (or different from) ours. 

Either way, the results presented in this article provide a baseline against which to examine questions 

about Philippine collective historical memory in the future-questions that previously could not be 

easily answered because we simply did not have any systematic basis to evaluate what the Philippine 

historical memory actually is. These results are the first set of measures that allow us to do so. 

 

Moreover, if indeed it is the case that current political events mobilized respondents around strong 

opinions on these major historical events, then we should expect to see potentially polarized responses 

around their perceptions and assessments of these events. However, this is not the case. Almost 

uniformly, the modal response was indifference-not what would be expected if the current electoral 

environment were significantly priming respondents to think about and evaluate these historical 

events. Finally, the analysis about attitudes towards Spanish colonialism also provides us with some 

clarity on this issue. Specifically, the topic of colonialism was not politicized in the lead up to the May 

2022 presidential election and should thus be uncoupled from the political effects that may have 

plagued perceptions over martial law and People Power. Yet, we see a similar pattern in the responses 

to the questions on Spanish colonialism as we do to the other questions. We therefore conclude that 

the responses that we see were not merely a product of the politicization of martial law and People 

Power as a result of the 2022 elections. 

 

The second concern is that the high levels of indifferent responses are the result of respondents' 

inattention or lack of effort; they responded indifferently to the historical events because they were 

not thinking deeply about them. The implication here is that the respondents were not taking the 

survey seriously. If this were the case, we would expect to see a similar pattern when asked about a 

more contemporary event as part of the same set of questions. This is not what we observe. For 

example, when we asked respondents for their opinion on Duterte's drug war (immediately after the 

questions on the three historical events), over 65 per cent responded that they had either positive or 

very positive feelings towards it and 68.96 per cent answered that it was either beneficial or very 

beneficial-constituting an overwhelming majority of respondents. This is consistent with respondents 

seriously assessing the event in question and expressing their feelings and opinions towards it. 

 

It is still unclear why a surprising number of respondents seem to support both martial law and People 

Power. As noted above, one potential explanation is that these respondents considered martial law to 

be beneficial, but believed that it was indeed time for change when People Power took place. From 

this point of view, seeing both martial law and People Power as beneficial is logical. Both were 



necessary and beneficial at a given point in time, and so both were supported by voters. Another, 

perhaps more simple, explanation is a cognitive inconsistency of some sort. Further work can tease 

out this seeming paradox. 

 

Conclusion 

 

How do Filipinos remember their history? It is surprising that such a foundational question lacks a 

systematic answer. The answer to this question has both academic and practical political implications. 

As such, we have endeavoured to provide an answer. Using a national representative sample of 2,400 

respondents, surveyed in two waves in January and February 2022, we examined Filipinos' views on 

three major events in Philippine history: Spanish colonialism, martial law under Ferdinand Marcos, 

and the People Power Revolution of 1986. 

 

The responses were enlightening and provide a useful baseline for understanding the collective 

memory of the Filipino people. There are several immediate takeaways. First, the most common 

perception towards the three events was one of indifference. Whether this is the result of an education 

system that has not done a good job of teaching history, or because politicians, for some reason, do 

not or cannot effectively invoke historical arguments and long-run national identity as a form of 

political mobilization, or because Filipinos simply prefer to live their lives in the present, remains an 

open question. Second, respondents tended to view martial law more positively than negatively. This 

result is perhaps surprising, given the many documented difficulties, including the suspension of 

democratic rule and an economic crisis, that the country faced during that time. Yet this result also 

perhaps lends credence to theories attributing Bongbong Marcos' victory in the 2022 presidential 

elections to online campaigns on platforms such as TikTok that sought to rehabilitate the legacy of the 

elder Marcos and martial law. Third, there is a small but surprising degree of overlap between 

respondents who viewed both martial law and People Power favourably. This result is paradoxical 

because People Power is often framed as essentially a protest in response to the excesses of martial 

law and Marcos' rule in general. The aforementioned three facts-general indifference to historical 

events, a more positive perception of martial law and a significant overlap between respondents who 

view both martial law and People Power favourably-open up several avenues for further exploration. 

The Filipino collective memory seems quite complex, and future work can begin to unpack that 

complexity. 

 

Breaking down the results by age, educational attainment and region also leads to several informative 

insights. A few are worth repeating. First, respondents who were adults during the martial law era 

tended to view it more positively than those who were too young or not born yet during that period. 

This has several important implications: the idea that support for Bongbong Marcos is due to the 

public being "misinformed" about martial law seems to be, at least in its more basic forms, without 

merit. If this hypothesis were true, then we would expect lower levels of support for martial law 

among respondents who were more conscious of the realities of the martial law period, having lived 

through it. This is not the case. Second, educational attainment did not seem to make a major 

difference in how people viewed the martial law era. In fact, college graduates (compared to 

respondents with at most an elementary education) were more likely to think of martial law as having 

a positive impact than a negative impact. This result suggests that educational efforts currently in 

place to teach the public about the negative effects of martial law are not an easy antidote to dispel 

misinformation and disinformation about that period. 



 

Finally, this article suggests several future avenues of academic work. As a descriptive paper, our 

results naturally lay out an agenda for trying to understand why Filipinos view history the way they 

do. Future work might examine how historical memory shapes identity, political partisanship and 

ultimately, who holds political office. For example, it is very much worth exploring why it is that the 

most highly-educated citizens, and the citizens who lived through martial law, tended to view the 

period more positively compared to the other age and education cohorts. More disturbingly, could it 

be that those who experienced martial law first-hand perceive themselves as having benefitted from it 

(despite the many extralegal and anti-democratic actions that were carried out)? Another potential 

question worth asking is whether support for martial law assisted Bongbong Marcos in his May 2022 

electoral victory.45 If so, this would be clear evidence for how historical memory can continue to 

shape contemporary politics, helping determine who holds the most powerful office in the country, the 

presidency. 
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Figure A1 Attitudes on the Impact of Spanish Colonization by Educational Achievement 
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Figure A3 Attitudes on the Impact of People Power 

 

Figure A4 Feelings Towards the People’s Power Revolution of 1986 by Educational Achievement 
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